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I nternational interest in Kerala increases year by year; the number of cultural tourists 
shows a proportionate increase. Apart from the geographical peculiarities; scenic beauty 
and varied cuisines, they, as a rule, show particular interest in the cultural heritage of the 
region. And the Department of Information and Public Relations has been sensitivised to this 
growing demand, and has taken active steps to document our rich heritage. A series of books 
and records in the audio-visual media, depicting the various aspects of our culture and its 
impact and reflection in art, fine arts, performing arts, architecture, is in the pipeline, and this 
is a part of the series. The Department has no tall claim that this is a complete, comprehensive 
or exhaustive work. Here the author concentrates on the contributions ofTravancore, espe¬ 
cially royal household, to Karnatic music: Of course there are some passing references to 
those from other parts ofKerala. The valuable contributions of the great artists and patrons of 
artfrom Kochi and Malabar region will be compiled and published shortly. By the time Kerala 
and the Information and Public Relations Department turn fifty in 2006, we sincerely hope that 
books detailing all the different aspects of our rich tradition and cultural heritage can be 
published. We wholeheartedly welcome constructive criticism, valuable suggestions and real¬ 
istic comments on this work. 




G. Rajasekaran 

Secretary and Director 
Information & Public Relations Department 
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Foreword 

K erala, the beautiful land of music, dance, folklore, drama and other art forms possesses a rich cultural 
heritage and tradition. Generation after generation, Travancore royal household extended patronage 
for art forms of Kerala. They dedicated themselves for the promotion of art forms, especially music 
and dance. 

The book titled 'Contribution of Travancore to Karnatic Music' deals with the style of music prevalent in 
Travancore. The origin and development of music such as temple music and Karnatic music in Kerala and the 
influence of temples on Karnatic music are brought to the lime light. 

The book concentrates on the contributions of kings of Travancore to the propagation of music and 
dance in Travancore. More importance is given to His Highness Karthika Thirunal Rama Varma, Swathi Thirunal Rama 
Varma Maharaja and other prominent kings. Contributions made by Irayimman Thampi, Kuttikunju Thankachi and K.C. 
Kesava Pillai are also being dealt with. 

Further, the invaluable contributions of the scholars, often qualified as the gems of the royal court of His 
Highness Swathi Thirunal Maharaja are also mentioned. 

The work is concluded with brief descriptions of modern composers and musicians who have played a promi¬ 
nent role in the development and propagation of Karnatic music in Travancore. 

I would like to express my gratitude and sincere thanks to my gurus, teachers and scholars whose books and 
articles I have used for reference. I also express my sincere thanks to the Secretary and Director, Information & Public 
Relations Department, Government of Kerala for this assignment. 

Last but not least, I am thankful to all music lovers and promoters of Karnatic music who have come forward 
with valuable suggestions. 


Thiruvananthapuram S. Bhagyalekshmy 
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I ndia is a land of different cultures, heritages and tradi¬ 
tions with so many barriers of caste, creed, religion, tribe 
etc. But, as a rule, unity in diversity is the motto of Indi¬ 
ans. The broadminded nature of the Indian is evident in 
all spheres of life. This fact is evident in our culture, represented 
by music, dance, sculpture, painting, drama, literature and, above 
all, our life style. Every region in India from north to south and 
east to west has got its own rites and rituals, customs and manners 
to which any art form is 
used as an accompaniment. 

Music is also no exception. 

The musical system 
of India is deep rooted in 
our culture, traditions and 
customs and is associated 
with our social set up and 
day to day affairs. It is on ac¬ 
count of this association and 
relationship that Desi 
Sangeetha is unique in its 
characteristics. Desi , as the 
term means, is the style of 
music peculiar to each desa 
or territory. It can be con¬ 
sidered as an offshoot from 
Marga Sangeetha codifying 
the musical style of different 


regions developing as a definite system 

Kerala, being a land of rich cultural heritage and tradition, 
had a highly developed system of music of different strata and 
variety from very ancient times. 

“Keliyaadum Kalakalkkellam Keralamennoru 
veedundivite”* 

This famous quotation about Kerala is hundred per cent 
true. The Travancore area of Kerala is believed to have inherited 

its musical heritage from the 
Aryans who predominated 
here. 

The period from 1750 to 
1850 can be considered as 
the Golden Era in the 
history of India as well as 
Indian music. This was a 
transition period in various 
territories and states of 
India. Further, even before 
the advent of the British, 
Dravida B has ha , a Dravdian 
language, developed in the 
southern peninsula of India; 
i.e. in the region that 

became the states of Andhra 
Pradesh, Tamil Nadu, 



Kuthiramalika at Thiruvananthapuram that witnessed the 
performance of leading artistes 


1. “6<aglQQ)DS3o c&ejc&crdflceQQpo G&ogQflonmos njls36n?lnjl6)s” 




















Karnataka and Travancore. The region of Tamil Nadu was a 
combination of Kerala and Tamil Nadu known as Thami^hagom. 
The languages here had close affinity between the two. 
Thami^hagom constituted of Chera, Chola and Pandya kingdoms. 
All these kingdoms shared the same style of music known as Tamil 
music. The Sangam literature which emerged by about the 3 rd 
century A.D. refers to the style of music and dance popular during 
that time in the Tamil region. 


Evolution of music in 
Kerala 

Owing to cultural 
assimilation and mingling with 
other cultures, Kerala represented 
three different characteristics of 
antiquity, continuity and 
synthesis enhanced by the 
influence of genuine, primitive 
survivals from pre-historic age. 
Herein the theatrical 
performances were of high 
religious value and aesthetic 
experience. Kerala possesses a 
rich cultural heritage and 
tradition of music, dance, drama, 
painting, sculpture and 

architecture. These forms 
developed and established as 
Kerala art forms having its own 
characteristics and individuality. 



Kerala, being the bedrock of different fine art forms, 
combined in it different classical and folk art forms. Kerala which 
is believed to have been created by Parasurama, as per mythology, 
is also a land of variegated fine arts forms. 

Music in Travancore developed from three sources i.e.. 
Temple music or Sopana Sangeetham, Kathakali (see box) music 
and Karnatic music. A 
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Temples as centers of musical excellence 


T emples or kshetras are considered as the treasure houses of 
Karnatic music. Musical forms, through highly religious and 
sacred, combined certain elements of folk music. Here one can 
find the fusion of acting, dancing and meditation. Temple music 
termed as Sop ana Sangeetham was part of temple worship. The 
most prominent among Sopana Sangeetham, Ashtapadi , is sung 
by Marar to the accompaniment of Edakka in front of the sanctum 
sanctorum. Sopana Sangeetham , as the style is referred to, is an off 
shoot of Naadodi sangeetha or folk music used to be sung during 
temple rituals. In short, Sopana Sangeetha is ritualistic music in 


the most perfect form. 

Tauryatrika - union of three art forms - is a combination 
of the three major art forms namely sangeetham , nrittham and 
natakam. Dravidian music can be considered as the cluster of 
Tauryatrika which formed the foundation for Sopana Sangeetham. 
Many of the folk songs used in temples, especially of northern 
region of Travancore, were associated with ritualistic customs and 
rites of rural folk. Folk music is exceptionally rich in vividness 
and variety regarding themes, lyrics, diction and style. 



















Musical and theatrical forms popular in Travancore 


Travancore that later formed a part of modern Kerala, owes 
its theatrical origin to our ancient ritualistic forms in both music 
and dance. The theatrical forms that emerged in Kerala were highly 
socio-religious and associated with temple rituals and ceremonies. 
Theyyam, Mudiyettu, Thira, Padayani, Sarpam ThullalSarpam 
Paattu, Kalam Pattu, Theeyaattu, Phagawathi Pattu , etc have specific 
songs set in peculiar talas and ragas. 



In addition, there 
are socio-folk type of 
songs used for non¬ 
religious festivals. 
These festivals are 
associated with harvest 
or mundane life, and 
are non-devotional in 
nature. Such songs 
include E ^hamuttu 
Pattu, Thullal ’ Kurathi 
Attorn, Kaikottikkali 
etc. 


Certain 
dramatic dance forms 
are accompanied by 
appropriate songs. 
Such dance forms 
include Sanghakkali or 
Yatrakkali, Chakkiyaar 
Kootthu, Krishnaattom, 


Vijayanrittham, 

Arjunanrittham etc. 

An important 
fact to be noticed is 
that folk music 
formed the basis for 
the present Karnatic 
music. Whenever a 
conflict arises between 
lakshyas or practical 
aspect and lakshana or 
theory, lakshna was 
always altered and 
interpreted in a way as 
to suit the lakshya. 

Folk music also 
formed the basis on 
which many later 
laksh an akaaraas 
analysed different 
streams or branches of music. 

Two other major theatrical art forms of ancient time are 
Koodiyattom and Koothu. Koodiyattom, one of the ancient Sanskrit 
drama forms prevalent in Travancore also, combined in it 
Touryatrikas - drama, music and dance; that is, Koodiyattom 
originated and developed as a separate art form having classical 
integrity and individuality. This art form made use of specific ragas 
and talas peculiar to music of Kerala. These ragas strictly followed 
the time theory concept. Some of the ragas figuring in Koodiyattom 



Nangiar koothu 
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are of Keralite origin, namely, Muddavelaadhooli , Sreekanta, 
Indalam, Kanakkurinji, Muralindalam, Puranira etc. The 
characters are flat and each character is supposed to sing 
particular ragas. 


Sopana Sangeetham 

The style of music having its origin in Kerala 
as differentiated from the music of other parts of 
Thamizagom and North India, is termed as 
Sopana. This is the music of Kerala which is 
pristine and having its own individuality and 
uniqueness. As the name suggests, the music is 
related to Sopanam, or steps to the Sanctum 
sanctorum of Kerala temples. The significance 
of the name given for this style of music is 
multi-faceted. The singers who are known as 
‘Maaras,’ used to sing Ashtapadi to the 
accompaniment of Edakka played by 
themselves. They stand in front of the 
Sopanam, or steps of the Srikovil or the 
sanctum sanctorum of the presiding deity. 

This is known as Kottippaadi Seva’ (service 
by singing to the accompaniment of the 
percussion instrument) in the temples of 
Kerala. The style of singing is in slow tempo 
or vilambitha lay a, just like the ascending and 
descending of the Sopana or steps, developing 
gradually, step by step. The style of modulation 
of tones can be compared to the rise and fall of 
sea waves in a rhythmic, beautiful manner. This 








fi- pc' 



^ 1 1 m Appu Marar, who won the Pallavoor Appu 

instituted by Government of Kerala, playing 
the ‘ chenda 


style came to be known as Sopanam' style of music. 

There exists another opinion regarding the significance of 
the name. The term ‘ Sopanam } has its roots in the Sanskrit word 
‘Sobhanam' meaning dance or nrittham. The music used for nrittha 
was given the name as Sobhaana Sangeetham, gradually changing 
to ‘Sopaam Sangeetham\ This style was also termed as Bhava 
Sangeetha , Hridajja Sangeetha and Samaya Sangeetha. It is music 
full of bhava (mood) emanating from the heart and is time 
honoured. Sop ana Sangeetham has influenced Desi Sangeetha and 
Karnatic music, to a great extent. 

Sopana Sangeetham is evolved by codifying the essential 
and good elements of the music of the Vedas , folk as well as temple 
music. During the 14 th and 15 th centuries, when Ashtapadi singing 
was implemented in the temples of Kerala, they were rendered in 
the Sopana style of singing. But originally, Tyaani, also known as 
Taaivaani, and Dhyaani are sung along with Ashtapadis. Tyaaani 
is a form having 8 lines. These are also to be sung in specific ragas 
and talas. 

Sopana Sangeetham is also believed to have some 
resemblance with the khyal singing of Hindusthani music wherein 
Vilambitha style of singing is followed. Further Karnatic music in 
Kerala is also believed to have developed on the footings of Sopana 
Sangeetham. However, in Sopana Sangeetham , devotion or Bhakthi 
is of prime importance. Hence lesser importance is given for swara 
sancharas , gamakas and detailed alapana or improvisation. Limited 
alapana will be accompanied by playing the BSdakka. The Octave 
or tessitura of singing will be limited to one octave generally. Being 
sung in a swinging manner, priority will be given to Andolita 
Gamaka with swinging type in its ascent and descent. However, 
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the fundamentals of Karnatic music such as sruthi, swara, raga and 
tala can also be found in Sop ana Sangeethamm. Main difference is 

on the usage, style and 
prajoga (application). Ragas 
used mainly are Desakhi, 
Srrekandi, Nalatha, Malahari , 
BanliSamantha, Malohosvi 
etc. Sopana Sangeetham can 
be considered as Kalpitha 
Sangeetha i.e., one set to 
specific norms whereas in 
Karnatic music, Manodharma 
is given importance. 


Sopana Sangeetham owes 
its origin and evolution to the 
ancient Thottam paattu , 
Kutthijotta paattu, Vulluvan 
paattu and many other 
Musical instruments of ritualistic musical forms. As 

Kerala - Maddalam the famous Malayalam poet 

Mahakavi Ulloor 

commented, “Kerala has a highly developed musical style as early 
as the people of this land”. 


Characteristic features 
of Sopana Sangeetham 


In Sopana Sangeetham moods or Bhavas are indispensible. 
Even the selection of ragas and talas depend on these. Ragas set for 
songs will be highly compatible with the thematic content and 



Musical instruments of Kerala - Kombu 

















aesthetic aspects of the songs. The beginning will be on Graha 
Swara and rotating in and around lay a in vilambita, one or two 
swaras and then gradually moving on to the next step as used in 
Andolita Gamaka in a swinging movement, like the movement of 
the waves. 


Sopanam to propitiate the Lord or the Deity for obtaining moksha 
or salvation. But in stage music an actor or a singer is enacting the 
role of the Lord. 

In temple style, people are the devotees whereas in the 
stage people are Rasikas or art lovers. In the former, God is real 



Musical instruments of Kerala - Panchavadyam , favourite among music lovers of Kerala 


Based on usage and prayoga, Sopana Sangeetham admits of 
two major divisions — temple music and stage music. In temple 
music the singer or the performer will be standing in front of the 


and the performer is the devotee whereas in the latter, a person 
creates the impression of God’s presence amongst the audience. 

Another fascinating feature found in Sopana Sangeetham 
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is the presence of two or more swaras in addition to the accepted 
12 swaras in Karnatic music. These two swaras are referred to as 
Kairali Gandhara and Kairali Nishada which can be found in folk 
music of Kerala. 

Sthaaja style of singing is another peculiarity of Sopana 
Sangeetham and octave selection is also based on Bhava and Rasa. 
Modulation of swaras , specific vibrations given to certain swaras , 
tempo variations based on bhava are significant qualities of Sopana 
Sangeetham. Karnatic music prevalent in Kerala has adopted many 
good qualities of Sopana Sangeetham. However, the style of singing 
will be crude, blunt by insistance on adhering to ancient traditional 
style of singing. Nevertheless, with the emergence of Karnatic 
music and its influence on Sopana , the originality of Sopana 
Sangeetham is fading gradually. Nowadays original style of Sopana 
Sangeetham can be heard only in certain temples of Kerala such as 
Ettumanoor, Ambalapuzha, Kaviyoor, Thiruvalla and a few others. 
Kathakali music which was presented originally in Sopana 
Sangeetham style is slowly being shifted to Karnatic style. 





Thimila 













Origin and development of Karnatic music in Kerala 


K erala, the land of kera (coconut palm) and God’s own land 
possesses a rich cultural background. Here each festival, both 
religious and social, calls for a peculiar type of music or dance. 
Being a state in the southern region of India, the style of music 
originated must have been akin to Karnatic music. Being a Dravida 
desa , and a portion of Tamil Nadu, the culture, language, dance, 
music and other art forms bore the influence of Tamil culture 


also. Previously a part of Tami^hagom, it was only with the birth 
and rise of Travancore kingdom that a separate culture and art 
forms developed here. 

Kerala, through its course of development, had three styles 
of music combining religion, social set up and folk culture. Taking 
its roots from Marga Sangeetha , temple music developed in temples 
with separate style of musical forms, singing, usage of specific ragas, 
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Kathakah .Various characters 


J\athakali is a traditional dance-drama of Kerala. There 
is no set or settings to give any idea to the audience about of 
the place where the action is supposed to take place. There 
will be a Bhagavathar or musician, who will sing the 
dialogues for the actors. Chenda, Maddalam and Chengila 


are used as accompaniments to the music. The actors express 
themselves through facial expressions and established ‘ mudras’ 

— gestures or signs using the hands. The moods and sentiments 

- catagorised as navarasas - are expressed by the face, especially 


*ILI1L> 
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the eyes, and compatible body language. The general 
background and the situations are expressed in slokas or four 
lined verses in Sanskrit by the bhagavathar. To a limited 
extent, the bhagavathar is equivalent to vidushaka of Sanskrit 


theatre or chorus of the Greek theatre, when he explains the 
general situation in slokas, the actors have no role to play 
while slokas are sung. Characters are flat and elaborate 
costumes are given to each type of character. Elaborate head 






gears and costumes, and very thick, suggestive make-ups are used in 
Kadhakali. But no mask as in Greek theatre is used. In contrast to 
tragedy and other traditional classic theatre of the world, even war 
is presented on the stage. To enjoy Kadhakali well, one should have 
thorough knowledge of the story being presented. Suspense has no 
place in Kathakali. But how the actor interprets the dialogue sung 



by the bhagavathar, is what really captures the attention of the 
conoissure. A master-artiste, within the limitations of the story 
and musical dialogue, will entertain and enthral the audience. 
But one has to sit as close to the actor as possible, if he is to 
really enjoy Kadhakali, since the ‘ havarasas* expressed by 
facial actions and mudras really matter. 





Ottam T hullal 


It is a popular form of entertainment where one actor 
through dance and songs narrates a story in simple 
verses, which could easily be understood by the general 
public. This performing art form is supposed to have 
been introduced by Kalakkathu Kunchan Nambiar. 
Humour and sarcasm about the traits of human 
character and society, expressed in the verses and actions 
of the artiste add spice to the performance and 
contribute to the popularity of this art form. Variations 
of Ottanthullal, though not much popular, exist and are 
called Parayan and Seethankan thullal. The fact that at 
a time when all serious literary works and art forms 
followed Sanskrit language, Thullal, to suit the taste of 
the common people, followed Malayalam, helped it gain 
wide acceptance and popularity. All traditional all 
major Thullal stories are from epics, especially 
Mahabharata. However, mundane themes from day to 
day life are also selected and presented nowadays, 
occasionally. 

In Thullal, the costumes of the actor is comparatively 
simple in comparison to Kathakali, as can be seen from 
the illustration. There will be a supporting singer who 
repeats the verses sung by the performer, giving him 
opportunity for dance and limited acting. 
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talas and to the accompaniment 
of specific musical instruments. 
It followed its own culture, 
customs and rites in different 
regions of Travancore. Another 
style of singing classified as 
A laadodi Sangeetha was 
associated with the day to day 
activities of the people, 
especially the rural folk. These 
adopted some features from Desi 
Sangeetha which was used in 
Karnatic music also. Music 
originally belonging to Kerala 
possessed its own gathi bhedas, 
musical lyrics and usages. 



Karnatic music in 
Kerala developed early on the 
foundation of Tamil music. In 
Kerala, the ragas prevalent in 
Karnatic music now had been 
adopted from Tamil music, 

Sopana Sangeetham and those in Koodiyattom. Many ragas used in 
Kathakali , Chakiyarkoothu, Koodiyattom, Mohiniyattom, and 
Thullal now are those from Karnatic music as well as from our 
system of ancient temple music. 


The styles of music that existed in Kerala were peculiar to 
our region, confirming to the respective social strata and customs 
to which they belonged. The Karnatic musical form was widely 




Mohiniattom 


adopted by communities other than Hindus also. The Christian 
community adopted many tunes from Karnatic music for their 
devotional hymns and praises. The latter part of the 18 th century 
witnessed the influence of Karnatic music in many religious songs 
of Christianity. 

In the selection of ragas and talas in socio religious musical 
forms, influence of Karnatic music can be noticed. In ritualistic 









music and dance, specific musical instruments were used as 
accompaniment, meant specially for specific occasions. The 
marriage songs, agriculture songs, ritualistic songs, labourer’s songs 
etc. made use of many ragas of Karnatic 
music in crude form. Many of the 
instruments that evolved in ancient times 
were adopted by Karnatic music. The 
musical instruments used in Koodiyattom, 

Koothu, and Kathakali were of Kerala origin. 

Panchavadya comprising of five vaadyas 
namely Kombu, Chenda, Timila, Tdakka, 
and Maddalam originated in Kerala. The 
talas used and cholkettus played on these 
instruments were also of Kerala origin. 

Panchari , Chempata , Atana, Muriyatana , 
and Champa are some of the talas pertaining 
to Kerala. Later on, many of these talas 
were equated with and used in the Karnatic 
music also. 

But in Kathakali, Koothu, Ottam 
Thullal and other art forms of Kerala, even 
now, ragas and talas of Kerala origin are 

used. In Kathakali and Ottam Thullal each character is supposed 
to sing or present specific ragas and talas for certain situations. 
Like wise raga Puranira is to be sung for rainy days, and during 
early morning, Sreekandi for evening, Ghantaram for sorrowful 
occasions etc. Some of the common ragas figuring in Kathakali, 
Koodiyattom are Indalam, Puranira, Navarasam, Aarthan, Thodi, 
Kurukkurinji (Kanakkurinji), Tharkkan, Paadi, Muddan, Sree kandi, 
Kaisikam, Andhali, Veladhooli, etc. Some of these ragas have got 



equivalents in Karnatic music. It is a matter of real wonder that 
many of these ragas were not being handled by any composer of 
Karnatic music outside Kerala. 




Mudiyattom 


While rendering Slokas, the Namboothiris used specific 
ragas and talas. The style of rendering was different from that by 
the Vaidikas of ancient time. Kerala is also believed to have 
inherited its musicial heritage from the Arya Brahmins who 
predominated the south Indian regions. Aedie recitation by ancient 
pandits and sages served as torch bearers for laying the foundation 
stone for an advanced system of music in Kerala. 
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Royal patronage to Karnatic 


T he period ranging from latter half of the 18 th century to the 
19 th century was a period of transition in the history and 
culture of India as well as its princely states and territories. Karnatic 
Music witnessed the contribution of Musical Trinity namely Syama 
Sastri , Tyagaraja s wami and Muthuswamy Dikshitar who enriched 
our musical heritage with their innumerable compositions. 
Travancore was not an exception. This period witnessed the 
emergence of many kings who patronised arts of all category. The 
arrival of scholars from outside Travancore was a blessing for the 
development of our classical arts. The people of Travancore as 
well as its rulers were under the pressure of the British Raj and 
were gradually losing their freedom and independence. The 
emergence of political upheavels and invasions under prominent 



Kawdiar Palace, Thiruvananthapuram 


22 


music in Travancore 


kings and rulers created a feeling of setback. The continuous 
struggles and setbacks faced by our rulers from the invaders brought 
about changes in many fields, especially in artistic fields. This 
change took place and affected our art forms like music, dance, 
drama, paintings, sculpture, architecture etc. 

Till the advent of His Highness Swathi Thirunal Maharaja, 
the Karnatic music was a full fledged art form of the southern 
regions of India, excluding Kerala. Records show that Kerala did 
not possess an advanced scientific system of Karnatic music. The 
systems of music that prevailed here were those practised mainly 
in temples Qopana Sangeetham) and music used for Kadhakali , 
Koodiyattom, Koothu etc. Music was used occasionally in stage 
performances of plays and in Harikadhas. The style, accent and 
compositions presented were those of Tamil and Telugu origin. 
However, it was from the time of Swathi Thirunal Maharaja that 
Travancore began to have a systematic style of Karnatic music, 
and musical concerts or Sangeetha Katcheris received more 
patronage and popularity. 

Precursors of His Highness Swathi Thirunal Maharaja 
were also patrons and propagators of music and dance. Many of 
them were eminent writers of attakadhas and musical compositions. 
Music associated with temples and temple festivals were brought 
to the royal courts: concerts were arranged in royal courts 
(Asthaanasadas) by outstanding performer. Kulasekhara Varman, 
a prominent ruler of Travancore dynasty, was a lover of all art 
forms, especially music, sculpture and painting. He patronized 
music, by arranging concerts and appointing artists in the royal 

















— singing of Ashtapadi - in almost 
all temples of Travancore region. 

The introduction of 
Karnatic music in temple premises, 
royal courts and also amidst the 
public led to the popularity of 
Karnatic music. Sangeetha Katcheri, 
(Music concerts) started getting 
more popularity among scholars as 
well as laymen. 

Royal patronage to fine arts 
dates back to the 15 th century in 
Travancore. It became an 
indispensable art form in the socio¬ 


court as Asthaana vidwans. 
He placed orders for 
paintings by eminent 
painters, invited from 
outside and honored them 
with valuable presents. It is 
also believed that it was 
Kulasekhara Varman who 
introduced Kottippadi Seva 


religious life of the people of Travancore. Before the advent of 
Karnatic music, the style of music prevalent here combined 
pastoral, folk and religious music. 

Maanaveda 

Maanaveda Raja, the Zamorin of Calicut, was a well wisher 
and lover of music, Kathakali and other art forms. He learned 
under Aanayatthu Krishna Pisharody. He wrote an Attakadha 
namely Krishnattom to be enacted in the temples of Kerala. This 



Krishnattom- the forerunner of Kathakali 
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was based on the theme of Krishnabhakthi like Gita Govinda 
written by Jayadeva, inspired after watching Ashtapadi Attorn. This 
work consisted of slokas or verses in addition to padas set in ragas 
of Karnatic music and Sopana Sangeetham. It is also known as 
Krishnashtakom. This was presented as eight stories namely 
Avataaram, Kalija Mardanam, Kasakrida, Kamsa Vadham, 
Sivajamvaram, Baana Yudham, Vividha Vadham , and 
Sivargarohanam , in eight days. Maanaveda who reigned Calicut 
during the 17 th century belonged to the Nedijiruppu Swarupam. 
He is better known as Maanavikrama Samuthiri. 

There is a legend that he had the darsan of Lord Krishna 
in child form. Vilwamangalam Swamijar^ the great devotee of 
Krishna, through the power acquired through years of meditation, 
showed Lord Krishna to him. Out of devotion and love the king 
tried to catch the child. But Lord disappeared saying that this was 
not requested by Swamijar. However the prince got a peacock 
feather from the headgear of Krishna. It is said that having this 
feather as pen, he started writing Krishnageethi on the model of 
A larajaneejam. 

In addition Maanaveda had a close friendship with 
Melpathoor Narajana Bhattathiri . It is strongly believed that 
Maanaveda got the inspiration for writing the famous work from 
1 Narajaneejam ’ written by Melpathoor. One can find many 
similarities between Krishnageethi and Narajaneejam. It is believed 
that he died while he was in Trichur and was cremated in 
Guruvayoor. Maanaveda has to his credit many beautiful kritis. 
Naranarajana in Gambhira Natta is a famous one. 



Kottarakkara Thampuran 

A native of South Travancore, he is said to have lived 
during the 17 th or 18 th century. It is believed that he, fascinated by 
Krishnattom, requested King Maanaveda to send the team to enact 
it in his Court. But Maanaveda refused to send the Krishnattom 
team to perform in Kottarakkara. As a sweet revenge, Kottarakkara 
Thampuran wrote a similar Attakadha namely Kamanattom 
dealing with the story of Kamajana. It is believed that his 
Kamanattom later developed as the modern Kathakali. He was 
nephew of Neerakerala Varma and disciple of Sankarakavi. Scholars 
opine that Kathakali assimilated many elements from Koodijattam , 
Yatrakkali, Chakkijar Koothu , Ashtapadijattom, etc. The famous 
lines from Ashtapadi (Geetha Govindam ), (VfManjuthara kunjathala 
kelee sadane y is sung during the Melappada in Kathakali. 
Ramanattom is also set as eight days, stories starting with Kama 
avatar a and ending with Pattabhishekam. The eight stories are 
(1 )Puthrakameshti (2)Seethaswayamvaram, (3) Nichchinnabhishekam, 
(4) Kharavadham, (5) Baalivadham, (6) Thoranajuddham, (7) 
Sethubandhanam, (8) Yuddham 

Padas figuring in Kamanattom are highly musical and 
reveal his creative knowledge in music. He has made use of ragas 
and talas peculiar to Sopana Sangeetham and has handled nearly 40 
ragas prevalent in both Karnatic music and Sopana Sangeetham. 
These ragas include Padi, Dvijavanthi, Khandaaram, Kanakkurinji, 
Puranira, Desakshi, Samantha malahari etc. His handling of ragas 
and talas for padas reveals the advanced standard Karnatic music 
acquired during that period. 

In addition Kottarakkara Thampuran has to his credit many 
padas which are being presented as individual songs. He has made 






use of 20 to 25 different ragas of Karnatic music and also few ragas 
from Tamil music. 


Kottayam Veerakerala Varma (AD - 1645-96) 


Veera Kerala Varma was adopted to the royal family of 
Travancore. He is believed to have rendered 1 Valmiki Ramayanam 
in Malayalam with musical settings. He introduced himself as 



Kottayam Veerakerala Varma who was adopted by the 
Travancore Royal family 



1 Vanchi Kerala Varma Bhupaala. He invited many artists from 
outside Travancore to his court and established Kadhakali yogaas. 
He is believed to have composed seven bhasha gaanangal (Dhyaaye 
Manisham ), a Ragamalika, Tadmanabha keerthana etc. Bhashaa 
Valmiki Ramayanam. Kalaye Gambodi is a famous ragamalika 
of his set in 30 ragas. 

Anizham Thirunal 

Anizham Thirunal Marthanda Varma Maharaja who 
reigned from 1706 to 1758 A.D. was a patron of literature and art 
forms. He lent patronage to famous poets like Ramapurathu 
Warrier and Kunchan Nambiar, the father of the Thullal 
movement. The pictures and paintings preserved even now in the 
Padmanabhapuram palace were drawn at his own request during 
his time. He also patronized Kerala art forms like Koothu, 
Taatakam, Thullal\ Kadhakali etc. 

Kottayam Thampuran 

His Highness Kottayam Ravi varma Thampuran attained 
fame as a well known writer of attakadhas. The depth of his 
knowledge in music is also evident from his selection of ragas and 
talas for padas composed for attakadhas. He has written four 
attakadhas namely Bakavadham, Kirmeera Vadham, Nivatha 
Kavacha Kalakeya Vadham and Kalyana Sougandhikom which are 
presented as ideal Kathakali dramas in and outside Kerala even 
after a lapse of two centuries. He started a new style of presentation 
of Kathakali and is considered as the originator of a new school 
and style in Kadhakali. He implemented many reforms in costumes, 
presentation and customs that are being followed in Kadhakali 
even now. 
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There is a popular legend that His Highness was not that 
much intelligent and smart when he was a young lad. Once he 
was sent as the family representative to the Kovilakom of 
Samuthirippad of Calicut. There he committed a mistake while 
conversing in the mandatory Sanskrit with Samuthiri who insulted 
him. Out of shame and despair, his mother ordered to throw him 
into the brook namely ‘Kumaradhara’. There was a strong belief 
that those who are forced to be in the brook for 24 hours will die 
and those who survive will become famous and intelligent. 
Astonishingly after a lapse of one day. His Highness survived and 
was blessed with high intelligence and smartness. Afterwards he 
was given proper education under Govinda Sasthri, and he started 
composing kritis and attakadhaas. 

Kottayam Kadhakal, as they are known, possess significance 
both as pieces to be presented on the stage and as literary works. 
His Attakadhas are referred to as Kottam theerthoru Kottayam 
kadhakal! . His proficiency in handling literature and music with 
equal expertise is clearly evident from these. While writing he 
consulted his teacher who gave him required suggestions for 
improving the quality of the work. He established a Kaliyogam , 
wherein his works were presented by eminent Kathakali artistes. 
He realized the significance of music and ahhinaya in Kadhakali 
and wrote padas accordingly, giving full scope for facial expression 
and musical improvisation. Ragas selected were in accordance with 
and synchronising with the rasa of the theme. He had made use of 
three lay as, Vilamhita, Madhya and Drutha laya for his padas. He 
had selected ragas prevalent in Karnatic music as well as those in 
Sopana Sangeetham. He also stressed the importance of music, 
nrittham, musical instruments, and costume to be allotted to each 
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character. He had certain norms and principles regarding those 
factors. He believed that all those together contributed for the 
success of the Attakadha presented as Kathakali. 

Karthika Thirunal Rama Varma 

Karthika Thirunal 
Rama Varma who lived 
between 1733-1787 (M.E. 

899-973) was famous both 
as an able administrator 
and as the author of 
attakadhas. He has to his 
credit seven attakadhas. He 
was addressed as 
Dharmaraja on account of 
his strict adherence to 
Dharma Sastra -- the 
principles of justice. He 
attained proficiency in 
Sanskrit, Persian, Tamil, 

Portuguese and 

Hindustani at an early age. 

He issued orders that high 
officials in his court must learn Dutch language also. He also 
patronized eminent poets and artists by appointing them as 
scholars in his court. Kunjan Nambiar, Unnayi Warrier, 
Kilimanoor Thampuran, Puthiyikkal Thampan, Ittirarisa Menon, 
Sadasiva Dikshitar, Kalyana Subramoniakavi, Idavathikkaatu 
Nambuthiri and Neelakanta Dikshitar were some of the prominent 
figures in the court of Karthika Thirunal Ramavarma. He wrote 








B alaram a Bharatha, a commentary on Natyasastra and Abhinaya 
Darpana. These works are enough to reveal his proficiency in the 
art of dancing and music. He describes in detail the hastamudras — 
gestures using hands, with its variations. He set a systematic 
curriculum for teaching Kathakali and his Balarama Bharatham 
was planned in such a way. 

Being a good vocalist and scholar in music and dance, he 
composed excellent kritis which have enriched Karnatic music. 
He was perhaps the first violinist from the royal family. He has 
to his credit nearly 150 compositions in different ragas and talas. 

In addition he wrote famous Attakadhas namely, 
Bajasooyam, Subhadrapaharanam, Gandharvavijayam, Panchali 
Svayamvaram, Bakavadham, Kalayanasougandhikam (Thekkan) and 
Narakasuravadham . It is believed that the last portion of 
Narakasura Vadham was completed by his nephew Aswathi 
Thirunal. 

It was with the advent of the attakadhas of Karthika 
Thirunal that many reforms were brought in Kadhakali. Changes 
were implemented in the structure of attakadhas and in their 
technique to be adopted during presentation. Priority was given 
for sringarapadas -- padas or verses in which amour is the 
predominent mood. The rule that each character should enter the 
stage with sringarapadas was introduced by him. Katthi characters 
must enter by presenting pada in Padi raga. All his attakadhas 
attained much popularity and fame on account of its technical 
superiority in stage presentation, variety and vividness of 
characters and the story. Even today the attakadhas of Karthika 
Thirunal are much popular. 



Adhering to strict rules and laws in administration, he 
found it difficult to fight against the all encompassing, bullying 
attitude of the British and their continuous interference even in 
trivial matters of the State. He had a high ambition to build a 
prosperous and model state by all possible just methods. But the 
repeated setbacks on account of continuous confrontation with 
the British and invasions impeded progress of the State. However 
his period witnessed a socio-cultural revival in Travancore. 

Aswathi Thirunal (1756-1794) 

His Highness Aswathi Thirunal Rama Varma was an 
eminent poet held in high esteem by scholars. He has to his credit 
four attakadhas namely Pukmini Sivayamvaram, 
Poothanaamoksham, Ambareeshacharitham , and Poundrakavadham. 
He was the nephew of Karthika Thirunal Dharmaraja. Among 
the writers of attakadhas , he is known as Vancheeswara Sreshtan. 
He wrote poems in Sanskrit. In addition to the four attakadhas, he 
had written Vancheesasthavam, Karthaveerya Vijayam and 
Santhanagopalam in the form of Prabandhas , one drama namely 
Bukmini Parinayam etc. His works in Sanskrit were embellished 
with literary and poetical beauties. His expertise, in composing 
typical full fledged attakadhas with all the typical qualities, is 
exemplary. He is believed to be the first graduate among the princes 
of Travancore royal family. 

Ayilyam Thirunal Rama Varma Maharaja 

This king who reigned Travancore during 1860-80 was a 
top order musician having profound knowledge in music. He was 
a great vocalist gifted with a natural sweet voice. A lover and patron 
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of music, he invited talented musicians and scholars from within 
and outside Travancore to perform in his court. It was at his 
court that a contest was conducted between Mahavaidyanatha Iyer 
and Raghava Iyer. He himself was the judge and the contest ended 
in a tie. Raghava Iyer was a gifted musician who sang Bhairavi 
raga continuously for many hours and was rewarded with a thoda 
worth Rs.1500 at that time. Parameswara Bhagavathar, 
Kalyanakrishna Bhagavathar, Mahadeva Iyer, Kunjan Raja, Chinna 
Vaithi, Periya Vaithi, Kittu Bhagavathar, Mahalingom, Harihara 
Bhagavathar, Vadasseri Rama Bhagavathar and Sri Vaikuntam 
Subba Bhagavather were some of the eminent musicians who were 
patronized by Ayilyam Thirunal. His consort Kalyanikutti 
Thankachi was also a prolific composer and singer. She has to her 
credit nearly 35 kritis in selected ragas. 

Ayilyam Thirunal Rukmini Bai Thampuratti 

The eldest sister of His Highness Swathi Thirunal, 
Ayilyam Thirunal Rukmini Bai Thampuratti, was well versed in 
music and dance. She was born in 1809 A.D (19 th Kumbham 984). 
It is recorded that she had composed kritis at the tender age of six. 
She composed kritis in praise of Lord Padmanabha, the family 
deity of Travancore royal family. Even though she is credited 
with the authorship of 100 kritis only a few are available. The 
song “Sreekandesa Paahi” was composed by her at the age of eight. 
She had composed another kriti, ‘Sarasijanajana having certain 
specialities in Puranira. Here each line begins with the saptaswara 
symbols like Sa, Ri, Ga, Ma, Pa, Dha, Ni, Sa, for each word. Hence 
it is being referred as sapthaswara sankeertanam Sa rasija, Rithika, 
Gala tala, Mjinachude, Varichil, 'Dhaatrijai\ Ni dhi. 




Another kriti , 
‘Sree Vas u dev a 

Mukunda in Bilahari 
also possesses a 
significant feature 
that in this, each line 
is proceeding as per 
the ascending order 
of Malayalam 
alphabet like A.a, 
A.aa, Ee, Eee, Uu, 
Uoo, etc. This kriti 
has got pallavi followed by 16 charanas. These kritis remain as 
testimonials to her proficiency and scholarship in Malayalam 
language as well as music. In addition she had acquired mastery in 
playing veena. 


This kriti in 
praise of Bhagavathi 
is also decorated with 
swarakshara beauty. 
Here she makes a 
request to the 
Goddess to protect 
all those who sing 
this song everyday. 


Her husband was Punartham Thirunal Rama Varma Koi 
Thampuran of Tiruvalla royal family. She had five sons and a 
daughter. She devoted most of her time in composing kritis until 
she passed away at an early age of 28, in 1012 ME. 
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His Highness Swathi Thirunal Ramavarma (1813 - 1846) 


H is Highness Swathi Thirunal Ramavarma Maharaja was 
a noble and famous king in all respects. His Highness 
was a versatile genius establishing his individuality and integrity 
in all fields including administration and patronage of art forms. 
He will be remembered, generation after generation, as an able 
administrator, efficient ruler, benevolent king, patron and lover 
of art forms, an utthama vaggeyakara - excellent composer, a 
profound scholar and literatry genius, and above all 
Padmanabha Dasa or a true devotee of Lord Padmanabha. On 
account of the multifaceted qualities and scholarship, he 
outshone other kings who ruled Travancore. Perhaps he was 
the only composer who uplifted the musical status and heritage 
of Travancore on par with Tamil Nadu. His achievements and 
merits are to be recorded in golden words in the history of 
Karnatic music, especially that of Travancore. 

Sri Padmanabha Dasa Dan chip ala Sri Kama Darm a, 
Swathi Thirunal Kulasekhara Perumal Maharaja, as he is known, 
reigned Travancore from 1829 to 1846 for a period of 17 years. 
He had been proclaimed as successor to the throne even when 
he was in the womb of his mother, Rani Gauri Lekshmi Bai 
Thampuratti who ruled Travancore as Regent. His Highness 
was born on 16 th April 1813 (Malayalam Era — 988 Medom). 
He was born at the time when there was no heir to the thrown. 
Hence he was called “Garbha Sreeman” by everyone. His father 
was Rajaraja Varma Koyi Thampuran of Changanacherry, 
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Swathi’s father 
Raja Raja Varma 
KoiThampuran 



Swathi’s mother 
AyilyamThirunal 
Rani Gouri Lakshmi Bai 


Kottaram. He had an elder sister 
Rukmini Bai Thampuratti and a 
younger brother Uthram 
Thirunal Marthanda Varma 
Elaya Thampuran. His mother 
passed away when the third child 
was just born, when Swathi 
Thirunal was just two years old. 
The children were brought up 
by their mother’s sister, Rani 
Gauri Parvathi Bai who was 
well versed in music, literature 
and ruled the kingdom on behalf 
of the young Swathi Thirunal. 
His father took utmost care in 
the proper education of the 
children. Swathi Thirunal had 
initial education in Sanskrit 
under his father . 

It is a matter of wonder 
that the members of the family 
of Swathi Thirunal Maharaja 
were short lived. He lost his only 
sister when he was 28 and their 
father when he was just 31. Even 
he himself lived only for 33 years 
and his brother Uthram 
Thirunal also lived only for a 
short period. 



Swathi Thirunal Maharaja had English education under 
the able tutelage of Subba Rao who was invited from Tanjore 
specially to teach the princess. This Subba Rao later became his 
Dewan. Under his care His Highness learned Marathi also. Higher 
education in Sanskrit was provided by Haripad Kochupilla 
Warrier. At a very early age. His Highness gained proficiency in 
different languages like English, Marathi, Persian, Urdu, Sanskrit, 
Malayalam, Telugu, Kannada etc. 

He also mastered two musical 
styles of India —Hindusthani and 
Karnatic. Regarding literary side 
he mastered vyakarana, tharkka, 
alankara and kavyanatakas . 

Persian was taught to him by 
Sayyed Mainin Saayu and 
Mohammed Ali who were invited 
to his court. Tamil was taught to 
him by scholars like Thirunelveli 
Venkitachalam Iyer and 
Thiruchendur Narayanakavi. 

After proper education 
and training. His Highness 
assumed his duty as a ruler in 
1829, at the age of 16. Being 
endowed with rare artistic talents 
and gifts. His Highness devoted his time among eminent artists 
who performed in his court. His utmost aim was to present a clean, 
transparent and fruitful administration to establish a welfare state 
in Travancore. He was very particular of retaining the basic rights 



Rani Gouri Parvathi Bai 
who brought up 
Swathi Thirunal 
after his mother’s demise 
















and privileges of the people. He ruled as per the norms of the 
Dharmasasthra , and his ambition was to continue on the path laid 
down by his ancestors. He was stern and strict against any kind of 
corruption or favouritism. Even his close relatives, teachers and 
elders were not spared and were punished as per law if found guilty. 
He ruled the dynasty on behalf of Lord Padmanabha, as a true 
devotee of Lord Padmanabha. He himself combined in him the 
rare combination of the highest qualities of an able administrator, 
a profound scholar, and an efficient king. 

As the famous musician and musicologist Prof. P. 
Sambamoorthy remarked, “His Highness Swathi Thirunal was not 
merely a composer. He was a master of the Science of Art”. His 
Highness being an efficient ruler, brought about many reforms as 
an administrator and lover of art forms. 



Administrative Reforms 


1. His major reform was the shifting of Huzur Cutcherry 
(Secretariat) and many other public offices from Quilon 
to Trivandrum. He took personal attention and care in 
the transaction of important affairs of the state. 



Swathi Thirunal laid the foundation stone of the Observatory 
building seen above 



2. Took steps for re-organising and modernising judiciary. 
Established munsiff courts, and appeal courts for 
implementing effective system of judiciary. 

3. Stopped the crude and cruel methods of punishment that 
prevailed in his kingdom. 

4. Instituted a new code of Regulation Act in 1835 based on 
British Indian model. 

5. Laid foundation for modern English education by 
establishing English schools. Persons well versed in English 
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were given appointments in Government immediately. 

6. Provided adequate facilities for transport and irrigation. 
Improved land revenue policy. Took steps for preparation 
of land survey records and preserved them as valuable 
documents. 

7. Established an engineering department with special 
irrigation section at Nanjinad. 



The Sun Dial at the observatory. 


8. Abolished minor duties of nearly 160 articles with the 
intention of promoting trade. 

9. Established many institutions like Government Press and 
Trivandrum Observatory. 

10. Founded a charitable hospital for women and children at 
Trivandrum providing allopathic treatment. 



In addition, Swathi Thirunal Maharaja tried his level best 
to present an excellent example as a benevolent monarch, for the 
welfare of the people. 

His Highness as an utthama vaggeyakara 

His Highness Swathi Thirunal established himself as a 
reputed composer who outranked all others of the royal lineage 
in this regard. Perhaps he may be the only vaggeyakara - composer 
- among kings and an efficient king among vaggeyakaras. He was a 
pioneer composer venerated by connoisseurs as being an equal to 
the Musical Trinity, namely Syama Sastri, Tyagaraja, and 
Muthuswami Dikshitar. His reign can be considered as Golden 
Era in the history of Kerala music as well as Karnatic music and 
dance. He tried his best for the revival and uplift of Karnatic 
music, Mohiniyattom and Pharathanatyam in Travancore. 

His Highness Swathi Thirunal Maharaja is credited with 
more than 400 compositions in different categories. Most of his 
kritis are in Sanskrit, few in Manipravaalam (combination of 
Malayalam and Sanskrit), one or two in Telugu, one in Kannada 
and a few in Hindusthani. They were mainly in praise of Lord 
Padmanabha of Ananthapuri (Trivandrum). He has to his credit 
some literary works having high literary and philosophical value. 

Total compositions of Swathi Thirunal Maharaja can be categorised 
as follows 

154 Kritis, 65 Padas - 50 in Malayalam and 15 in Sanskrit and one 
Kannada kriti\ 37 Hindusthani compositions, 19 Chaukka varnas , 
eight Telugu Keerthanas , two Taana varnas , nine Navarathri 
Keerthanas , nine Pdavaratnamalika , eight Ghanaraga Keertanas, 
two Pam ay an a kritis , two Dasaavathara kritis, five Thillanas , six 













Svarajathi , and ten Utsava Prabandhas. 

Over and above those mentioned above, he has composed some 
compositions in praise of the presiding or other deities of certain 
temples. These can be grouped as Kshetra Kritis. Thus he has 
composed 12 kritis on Lord Krishna of Ambalappuzha, Hanuman 
of Padmanabha Swami Temple, six on Lord Siva of 


His contribution towards Samudaaya Keertanas or group 
keerthanas are evident from his set of compositions namely 
Navarathri keertanas , Navaratna Malika and Utsava Prabandhas. 
His compositions are full fledged with variety, vividity, 
appropriate language differences and variety in raga tala selection. 
His Highness composed nearly 24 kshetra kritis in praise of different 
temples in Travancore. 


It is believed that His Highness Swathi Thirunal realised 
the ultimate through Nadayoga like Adi Sankara who realised God 
through Advaitha Siddhantha. He submitted himself completely 
at the feet of Lord Padmanabha. In addition to pure musical pieces, 
he has written works of literary importance dealing with Bhakthi , 
literature etc. 


Padmanabha Sathakam 

This is a poetical work describing the 10 incarnations of 
Lord Vishnu written in Sanskrit. The greatness of Bhakthi towards 
Lord Padmanabha is given more stress and importance in this 
work. Here he has stressed that the name of God uttered even 
without knowing the meaning will surely remove all sins of a 
human being. 


Sreekandeswaram and Sucheendiram and two on Bhagavathi of 
Attingal. 



The manuscripts of Swathi Thirunal 




Contribution 
of Travancore 
to Karnatic Music 
















Contribution 
of Travancore 
to Karnatic Music 



Bhakti Manjari 

This is another exhaustive work in verses of exquisite 
poetic quality describing the greatness of Bhakthi. It also gives in 
detail the nine forms of Bhakthi namely Sravanam, Keerthanam, 
S maranam, Archanam, Vandanam, I) aasyam, Padasevanam, 
Sakhyam and Athmanivedanam. He has 
extolled the two forms of Bhakthi namely 
Sakaama and Nishkaama. His Highness is 
praying to Lord Padmanabha in the nine forms 
of Bhakthi. There are 1001 slokas in the work, 
with hundred slokas each in nine Satakas and 
101 slokas in the tenth Sataka. This is considered 
as the last work written by His Highness Swathi 
Thirunal. 

Syanandurapuravarnana Prabandham 

This is a descriptive narrative poetical 
work or kavya wherein a full description of 
Syanandurapura or modern Thiruvanan- 
thapuram is given in a picturesque manner. 

Padmanabha Swami Temple and annual festi¬ 
val conducted there are dealt within detail. This 
is a mixture of poetry and prose called Champu 
having 10 sections. This is recited in the temple 
regularly. He stressed that the Supreme Spirit transcends Maya or 
illusion and it is beyond words to describe Maya. He also opined 
that bhakthi is the path leading to Jnana and Moksha — knowledge 
and salvation. 


Muhanaprasanthyaprasaadi vyavastha 

This is a literary work where the different varieties of 
metaphors and historical factors to be used in sangeetha kritis are 
dealt with. In this work he remarks that kritis are to be in the 
model of those composed by Margadarsi 
Seshayyangar who had laid down the 
principles of composing sangeetha kritis. 
Margadarsi Seshayyangar gave proper guidance 
to His Highness in composing kritis and other 
works. 

Upakhyaanas 

His Highness has composed two 
upakhyanas to be presented in Harikadha 
performances. The two upakhyaanas are named 
Kuchelopakhyaanam and Ajamilopakhyaanam 
based on stories taken from Bhagavatham. 
These are interspersed with Sanskrit slokas , 
verses and kritis which can also be presented 
as individual pieces. He has included few 
Marathi musical forms like Ovi, Dindi ,, Saki 
etc. In Kuchelopakhyanam, the story of Kuchela 
or Sudauna is presented. This work contains 
12 songs and 28 slokas. His Highness stresses the point that God 
will be there always to protect a true devotee. The songs are simple 
in structure with simple music. In Ajamilopakhyanam the story 
of Ajamila is presented. This contains nine songs and 23 slokas. 
Without bhakthi or devotion Ajamilo uttered the Narayana nama 
regularly and this helped him gain moksha. Greatness of 
















Namasiddhanta — that in Kaliyuga, repeating the name of Lord 
Vishnu or Narayana wards off evils and leads to salvation — is 
stressed here. 

Utsava prabandha 

Utsava Prabandham is a collection of slokas and songs 
describing the 10 day festival conducted twice a year in the 
Padmanabha Swami Temple. This is written in Manipravalam — 
mixture of Malayalam and Sanskrit. There will be songs for each 
day’s festival describing the deity, the name of the chariot and the 
procession following the deity. The songs of Utsavaprabandham 
are presented as individual pieces in Karnatic music concerts and 
Mohiniyattom and Bharathanatyam performances after the 
presentation of the main item. 

Musical contributions of His Highness are of exquisite 
quality. His musical compositions are marked by sweetness of 
diction, beauty of language, depth of feeling, and expression of 
emotions. Through his musical pieces he has tried to couch his 
thoughts and feelings in the choicest words and idealistic 
expressions. The selection of ragas and talas are also highly suitable. 
His musical repertoire comprised of almost all musical forms such 
as Sivarajathis, jathisvaras, Hamas, Padavarnas, Padas, ]avails, Kritis, 
Keertanas, Thillanas, Bhajans and Hindustani forms like Dhupad, 
Khyal, Tapp a etc. 

While analysing Swathi Thirunal compositions, we can 
come across many factors. 

1. During the span of his short life, 33 years, he has composed 

more than 400 kritis and some other literary works. 



2. His Highness Swathi Thirunal was perhaps the only 
vaggeyakaara or composer who has tried all musical forms 
coming under both Karnatic and Hindusthani music. In 
some instances, he has also made use of western tinge in 
composing as in the famous varna in Sankarabharana 
Htatala , ‘chalamela ’ where we come across the tinge of 
western music in chittaswara and charana swaras , especially 
the last charana swara. 

3. He also established his mastery over dance by composing 
dance compositions in the form of jathisvaras , varnas, 
padas, javalis and thillanas. In some kritis he has introduced 
Cholkettus which are rhythmic jathis interspersed with 
swar as as well as sahitya. 

4. He was a multilingual composer who has composed in 
various languages like Sanskrit, Telugu, Kannada, and 
Manipravalam. He was also the first composer from 
Travancore to have tried Hindusthani forms also. 

5. He has handled both popular as well as apurva ragas like 
Talithapanchamam, Mohanakalyani, Ghanta, 
Gopikavasantham, Mangalakaisiki, Suddha bhairavi etc. His 
compositions in Hindusthani ragas like Dvijavanti, 
Brindavana saranga, Yamunakalyani, Sindhubhairavi etc. 
reveal his proficiency and deep-rooted knowledge in 
Hindusthani music also. 

6. He has tried to maintain equilibrium by composing simple 
keertanas to complicated kritis, ragamalikas and varnas. 

7. His Highness can be considered as one of the few 
composers who have made use of so much similes and 
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metaphors in a very inimitably beautiful but casual 
manner. He has also enriched his keertanas with decorative 
angas (elements) like chittasvaras, swara sahityas, raga 
mudras , sivaraaksharas , prosodical beauties etc. 

8. He was an expert in introducing sivarakshara beauty in 
kritis. The famous keertana Radasaanathi’ in Kamboji is 
embellished with sivarakshara prayogaas. 

9. Some of the pieces contain raga mudras as seen in those of 
Muthuswami Dikshitar. (1) Taramalahari in 
pannagendrasayana (2) Varlalitapanchamam — 
paramapurusham (3) Bhurinila varali sama —Mamava 
padmanahha . 

10. Unlike other composers, he was a Bahunamamudrakaara 
(One who uses more than one signature in the kritis) who 
used the name of Lord Padmanabha as karta mudra 
(signature of composer) or vaggeyakara mudra in his 
compositions. He has made use of synonyms of Lord 
Padmanabha like Sarojanabha, Sarasijanabha, Jalajanabha, 
Pankajanabha, and so on. He stands aloof in this respect 
from other vaggeyakaras. This itself is evident to reveal 
his extensive scholarship as a composer. 

In addition, His Highness is credited with the authorship 
of a palm leaf manuscript namely Sangeethakoti in the form of 
Sanskrit verses wherein names of various deities are included. 

Unknown to many, he is also believed to have authored a 
theoretical work dealing with the fundamental theoretic aspects 
of music. This untitled work is preserved in hand written form in 
the Oriental Manuscript Library, Thiruvananthapuram. 



His Highness has to his credit a musical drama titled 
‘Yayaathi Charitram’ dealing with the story of Yayaathi. 

Many are of the opinion that His Highness has not 
composed in Tamil. But evidences and records show that he had 
good education in Tamil and that he has composed a varna in 
Tamil set in Kalyani Raga, Adi Tala. This varna contains 



Padmanabha mudra , references to Kulasekhara and the style is 
also similar to that of Swathi Thirunal. Dr. S. Ramanathan, the 
famous musician and musicologist, got this varna from the private 
collection of works of Ettayapuram King. It reads as “Saami unnaye 
nan mikavum nambinene”. Mudra figures in the Anupallavi as 
Kamalanabha and Sri Kulasekhara Rajendra. The famous Tanjore 













Quartette has composed a 
simultaneous Telugu varna in 
this musical settings. 

There are many 
genuine reasons for his 
becoming a vaggejakara and 
also a staunch devotee of 
Lord Padmanabha. Music 
was in his blood. By inborn 
nature itself. His Highness 
had an urge to compose, 
liking for arts especially 
music and dance. As a strict 
and stern ruler who wanted 
an efficient and transparent 
rule, he faced too many difficulties in maintaining his vows. He 
was going through tough period due to the intolerable interferences 
of the British in the administration. During the same period he 
had some personal problems including demise of those beloved 
relatives, he loved most. He was forced to shoulder many 
responsibilities and had to face too many confrontations with the 
British and also had to face enemies within and around the dynasty. 
All these factors led to his yearning for peace and tension free life. 
During the last years of his life, Swathi Thirunal found solace in 
the presence of his Lord and started leading a life of absolute self 
abnegation and fervent engrossment in divine contemplation. He 
tried to find happiness and mental sublimity in music and tried to 
realise God through Nada Yoga - worship of music. In this regard 
he has followed Tyagaraga the Nadopasaka of South India. But 



His Highness, at the same time, tried to make his rule most 
memorable and relishing. The dynasty reached its zenith of glory 
and prosperity in all fields during his efficient administration. 

His Highness, whenever he composed a kriti ’ copied 
them in many cadjan leaves and circulated it among court 
musicians. He valued their opinions and incorporated the 
modifications and changes they suggested. 

Even though His Highness lived only for a short period 
of 33 years, he left his stamp of individuality which was full fledged 
and multifaceted. His Highness Swathi Thirunal Rama Varma 
breathed his last and attained Moksha in 1846 at an early age of 33 
years, at the prime of his life. The sudden demise of His Highness 
was a real loss to Travancore dynasty. However, during his last 
days of life he obtained peace of mind and happiness by adhering 
to Nada Yoga. ^ 
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Musical Clusters of His Highness Swathi Thirunal 



H is Highness Swathi Thirunal enriched our treasury of 
musical heritage by his whole hearted support of excellent 
compositions. In addition to composing memorable pieces praising 
his family deity, Lord Padmanabha, and other Gods and Goddesses 
he has composed sets of compositions that can be classified as group 
kritis or kriti samuchajams. As the name suggests, group kritis form 
a set of multiple kritis composed in praise of a particular deity or 
a presiding deity of a particular temple. In this regard he has tried 
to follow the foot steps of the Musical Trinity. The number of 
kritis he has included in kriti samuchajams ranges from eight to 
ten. His Highness has to his credit three sets of group kritis namely 
Navarathri keertanas, Navarathna Maalika and Ghana raga 
keertanas. Each set represents an individual theme and exemplary 
status in musical qualities. 

Navarathri Keertanas 

Navarathri keertanas consist of nine bristling gems intended 
to sing in the Navarathri mandapam during the Navarathri festival 
conducted during the month of October in front of Lord 
Padmanabhaswami temple. This set of nine keertanas is significant 
on account of its special virtues, utility and continuity. 

It is believed that His Highness composed these songs as 
individual keertanas while composing. He had no intention of 
clubbing them as a group. But after completing the nine songs, 
these were well arranged in a symmetical and systematic order 
and compiled as a set of keertanas to be sung during Navarathri. 
Hence they were in praise of Goddess Saraswathi and Goddess 
Parvathy. 


The nine keertanas grouped as Navarathri keertanas are as follows: 


1. 

Devi ]agajjanani 

S ankarahharanam 

- Adi 

2. 

Pahi Mam Sri 

- Kaljani 

- Adi 

3. 

Devi Paavane 

- Saveri 

- Adi 

4. 

Bharathi Mamava 

Thodi 

- Adi. 

5. 

Janani Mamava 

- Bhairavi 

- M. Chapp i 

6. 

Saroruhaasana 

- Panthuvarali 

- Adi. 

7. 

Janani Paahi 

Suddhasaveri 

- Triputa 

8. 

Paahi Janani 

- Nattakurinji 

- Triputa 

9. 

Paahi Parvatha 

- Arabhi 

- Adi. 


Among these, the Kriti in Arabhi is the most popular one 
whereas the one in Nattakurinji is the least popular. In the set, the 
first six are addressed to Goddess Saraswathi and last three to 
Goddess Parvathi. The theme of the keertanas is praises of the 
main deity being addressed, description of the divine beauty and 
lastly composer’s prayer for bhakthi , request for proper guidance 
and plea for protection. 

Further the 7 th and 9 th kritis are in praise of the Goddess of 
Attingal temple and on the presiding deity of Kanyakumari. 
There are some reasons to believe why this set was not composed 
as a group. The keertanas are in praise of different deities of different 
places. Had it been a set, it would have been in praise of a single 
deity; say Goddess Saraswathi whose idol is brought to Travancore 







Navarathri Mandapam from Padmanabhapuram Palace. Another 
factor is that all the songs do not contain the mudra of the 
composer. The first three keertanas and the last one are devoid of 
the signature of composer. These songs were composed as 
individual pieces whenever he visited the deity. Later on, with the 
idea of presenting it for Navarathri festival, these were codified 
and grouped as Navarathri keertanas. However the occurance of 
the words Navarathrotsava on the first two keertanas reveals the 
purpose of these compositions. 

The lyrics of the Navarathri 
keertanas are highly poetic, imaginary, 
flowering with similies, metaphors, 
alliterations and literary beauties. The 
diction and flow of sahitya are smooth, 
graceful and attractive with slow and swift 
motion. Verbal embellishments, 
alliteration and rhyming with proper sense 
add to the charm of the keertanas. The 
ornamented and beautified presentation of 
ideas, full-fledged with decorative figures 
of speech, is significant feature of the 
Navarathri keertanas. 

The musical structure of 
Navarathri keertanas is the same as seen in other keertanas. All the 
nine songs have got pallavi, anupallavi and three charanas. Only 
the first piece in Sankarabharanam has got four charanas. Three 
keertanas have got attractive brisk cholkettu swaras which are catchy 
and sweet. Paahi Parvathanandini in Arabhi is the most popular 
one and is presented in Dance. Pahimam Sri in Kalyani is a brilliant 


song characterised by the blending of swara sancharas and vilamhita 
lay a which indicate the trace of Sop ana Sangeetham and Karnatic 
music. It is comparatively a long piece having two aavartanas for 
pallavi , six for Anupallavi and nine for charanas. Keertanas in 
KalyaniBhairavi and Thodi are classic examples of ragabhava 
revealing the manodharama and musical knowledge of the 
composer. All the nine songs have Madhyamakala Sahitya which 
is a significant feature of the group. In the selection of ragas , His 
Highness had adhered to the sthree, purusha, putra and dhoothi 
concept of ragas. Ragas and talas match well 
with the mood and bhava of theme 
underlying the kirtanas . 

The practice of presenting the Navarathri 
keertanas for Navarathri festival is believed 
to have started in 1835. At first only the 
Navarathri keertanas intended for each day 
were presented as a music concert with 
detailed alapana, tana, keertana, niraval and 
svaraprastharam. This lasted for three to 
four hours and only members of the palace 
were allowed to be present. Later on this 
practice was stopped. The main item of the 
concert will be the navarathri keertana 
preceded and succeeded by Swathi Thirunal kritis. Even now this 
practice is strictly followed. Electrification is not allowed inside 
the mandapam and ladies are not allowed to perform here. In the 
beginning, the Navarathri keertanas were presented by a group of 
musicians called Mullammoodu Bhagavathars who were appointed 
by His Highness himself. A chief musician would sing first and 



Silver Veena 

presented to Kittu Bhagavathar by 
Swathi Thirunal 
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others repeat, as practised in bhajana singing. But the system has 
been changed. Now the performance is in the form of solo singing 
with violin and mridangam as accompaniment. All the three 
charanas are to be sung. Sometimes, instead of the three charanas, 
only the mudra charana containing the composer’s signature will 
be presented. 

In the nine-day festival, there will be usually seven vocal 
concerts and two veena hatcheries. In the beginning, the 
astanavidwans were invited to present programmes. But, 
nowadays, senior musicians from outside Travancore are invited 
to perform. Last day there will be a dance performance, generally 
Bharathanatyam, based on the kritis of His Highness Swathi 
Thirunal. This will be exclusively for the members of Travancore 
royal family. 

The steps being taken by the Travancore royal family by 
conducting the Navarathri festival helped in the preservation and 
popularisation of Swathi Thirunal kritis. The patronage extended 
by Travancore royal household 
continues even now. Nowadays, 
during the Navarathri festival, 
youngsters and upcoming musicians 
are also allowed to present 
programmes during day time. 

N avaratnamaalika 

The keertanas figuring in this 
set, numbers nine and deal with all 
the nine forms of Bhakthi —devotion 
to God— as mentioned and detailed 
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in Bhagavatham. This set, also 
known as Navavidhabhakthi 
keertanas , is really nine gems as far 
as Karnatic music is concerned. 

This set is comparatively simple in 
structure, both literary and musical, 
but they are couched in enchanting 
melody. This can be considered as 
a necklace set with gems to garland 
Tord Padmanabha. Each song 
vibrates with the enthusiasm 
expressed in rendering holy service 
to the Lord. 

List of Keertanas 

Navavidhabhakthi keertanas extol the greatness of bhakthi 
and give descriptions of each form of bhakthi namely Sravanam, 
Keertanam, Smaranam, Archanam, Daasyam, Padasevanam, 
Sakhyam, Vandanam and Atmanivedanam. Here His Highness tries 
to propitiate the Lord through all the nine forms of bhakthi. 

In this set, the keertana Pankajaksha Thava ’ ( Thodi, Rjdpaka 
tala), \Sathatham* in Neelambari set to Chappu tala, Nande Devadeva 
in Begada set to Rjdpaka tala are the most popular ones. Ragas 
selected for this set of keertanas are of rakthi type, completely 
blending with the bhaava and mood of the keertanas. Each keertana 
vibrates with ragabhaava and appropriate rhythmic excellences. 

Ghanaraga keertanas 

As the name suggests, this set contains keertanas composed 
in the traditional five Ghana ragas namely Natta, Gowla, Arabhi, 










1 Varali and Sri raga and this set also contains three more songs in 
the Dviteeyaghana panchaka ragas namely S aranganatta^ 
Kedaragaula and Reethigaula. All the songs are in praise of Lord 
Krishna, the ninth and the most prominent incarnation of Lord 
Vishnu. The keertanas describe the divine beauty of the Lord as 
well as his exploits. All the keertanas sparkle with alliteration, 
proper rhyming, attractive and charming expressions and 
ideologies. The musical setting is in madhyamakala or medium 
tempo, which gives the impression of hop, run and jump in its 
swara sanchaaras. Among these, keertanas in Gaula, Varali , Arabhi 
and Reethigaula are popular whereas the one in Saranganatta is an 


apurva or rare one. 

1. Paahi saure 

Natta 

_ 

Adi 

2. Kaamajanaka 

G aula 

- 

Adi 

3. Sri Ram ana Vibho 

Arabhi 


Adi 

4. Mamava Padmanabha - 

Varali 

f 

Ghappu 

5. Reena Madaahritha 

Sri 

- 

Adi 

6. Taapa Samanam 

Saranganatta 

- 

Rupaka 

7. Sarasiruhanabha 

Kedaragaula 

- 

Ghappu 

8. Paripaalaya Maam 

Reethigaula 

- 

Rupaka 


It seems that the keertanas in this set were also composed 
as individual pieces and later on compiled as a group. 


Raagamalikas 

His Highness Swathi Thirunal has to his credit three 
Raagamalikas which reveal his scholarship and in-depth knowledge 
as a vaggeyakara. The two ragamalikas ( Pannagendrasayand and 


Kamalajaasya’ are in praise or Lord Padmanabha. The first has 
Sringara bhakthi as the theme, offering excellent scope for abhinaya 
or acting in dance form like Mohini Attorn. Here the nayika’s 
(heroine) urge for uniting with the Lord, pangs of separation, His 
mischievous nature and love for everyone are described in a vivid 
natural manner. The nayika represents His Highness himself as 
seen in his padas. The deep devotion Swathi Thirunal has for his 
Lord is picturised beautifully. The other one is a Dasavathara 
ragamalika wherein the 10 incarnations of Lord Vishnu are being 
dealt with. The purpose of the Avataras and greatness of Avataras 
are described ibid. Another one is BhavayamS , based on the epic, 
Ramayana. This was actually a Ram ay ana pada, revealing stories 
from major kaandas like Baalakaandam , Ayodhyakaandam, 
Aranyakaandam, Yuddhakaandam, Pattabhisekam etc. But it was 
Dr. Semmangudi Srinivasa Iyer who gave this pada the form of a 
ragamalika, set in eight ragas as it is presented now. 

The musical structure of all the three are excellent and 
interspersed with attractive and catchy chittaswara coming as a 
crown or a makutam. All the three are concluded with excellent 
svara passages wherein the avarohana krama (descending order) 
of ragas are being followed. This is concluded with an attractive 
theermaana or a crown like swara passages. 

The Bjzgamalika Pannagendrasayana’ has got a dual sahitya 
in Telugu ‘ Pannagaadreesa } in the same pattern of ragas. His 
Highness has composed two more Ragamalikas Saanandam* and 
Kalyanikhalu’ each set in four ragas. 

In addition, His Highness has to his credit excellent Bhajans 
in Hindi set in Hindustani ragas. This is being presented in concerts 
of both Karnatic and Hindustani music. a 
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Gems of scholars of the royal court 


I n addition to being an Uthama Vaggeyakaara, His Highness 
Swathi Thirunal was an excellent lover of musicians and scholars 
and he extended patronage to all art forms. He constituted a group 
of musicians, music scholars, dancers, nattuvanars , literary scholars, 
poets and painters in his court. They were paid reasonably well 
and were provided with essential comforts and facilities. His 



Swathi Thirunal College of Music, Thiruvananthapuram 

Highness liked to spend his time in their company. He arranged 
concerts, programmes, discussions and heated debates on various 
topics related to arts, science, literature, politics etc. He himself 
used to participate actively. Whenever he had some miserable 
problems or mental tension, he immediately sought their company, 
and listened to their divine music. Further, whenever he had 
composed a piece he distributed copies of that work amongst the 
scholars and sought their valuable suggestions. To extend 


encouragement to artists from in and outside Travancore, they 
were invited to perform in his court and he presented with them 
valuable gifts and awards. In this respect, he has tried to follow 
the tradition of his ancestors and also tried to keep up the prestige 
and traditions of the Travancore royal household. 

Patronage and favour given by His Highness Swathi 
Thirunal to the fields of music and dance is really great and deserves 
special mention. Just like the Zamorin of Calicut, who had royal 
court consisting of “18 V 2 poets” (oJ(wl6)m§(O(06)OJ1d0DC/^, His Highness 
Swathi Thirunal also had a royal court of musicians and eminent 
scholars in different branches of knowledge. In addition to scholars 
in music, dance, painting, Kathakali, jyothisha, Hindusthani music 
etc, there were expert equestrians, magicians, gymnasts, sculptors, 
physicians and others. One famous painter Daasini from Tanjore 
was appointed transpose to paint the mural paintings on the walls 
of the Sri Padmanabhaswami Temple. His Highness did not show 
any miserliness or stinginess while spending for artists. This 
probably created problems for him and this naturally threatened 
the smooth relationship with Resident of the British. But in spite 
of all these, His Highness extended full time patronage to them 
and took steps for the revival of music and dance in Travancore. 

Some of the artistes, Scholars and Musicians in his court 

1. Irayimman Thampi, 2.Vidwan Koi Thampuran, 
3.Parameswara Bhagavathar, 4.Rangayyar, 5.Shatkala 
Govinda Maaraar, 6. Tanjore Vativelu, 7.Tanjore 
Chinthamani, 8. Cholapuram Ragunathayyar, 9. Sulaiman 




















Sait, 10. Veena Subbukkutti, 11. Alagiri Naidu, 12. 
Meruswami, 13. Pedda Daasiri from Tanjore, 14. Neeraal, 
Kanakamaal and Sugandhavalli - Dancers, 15.Pichu 
Bhagavathar of Tanjore, 16. Tirunchendur Ramanatha 
Maanikyam 17. Sreerangam Nagaratnam, 18. Alauddin 
19.Kilimanoor Cherunni Koyi Thampuran also known 
as Kareendran, 20. Kannayya Bhagavathar, 21. 
Kochukunju Namboothiri, 22.Nandaram & Mukundaram 
from Mysore, 23.Ananthalekshmi, Satyabhaama, 
Gopalarayar, 24. Narasu Bhagavathar, 25.Vallabharaayar, 
26. Matrubhootha Bhagavathar, 27. Bangala Haridas, 
Punjab Ramarujan, Kaasi Govinda Das, Kaasi Gauda 
Vaasudeva Sastri - (All Hindusthani Scholars), 28. 
Tiruvattar Ramasubba Sastri, Vasudevachaar, Sringeri 
Narayana Yogi, Choladesam Easwara Sastri, Kaalahasthi 
Sivarama Shastri et al. 

Likewise, it is really interesting to find that His Highness 
Swathi Thirunal had no prejudice towards anybody. He was 
basically a lover of arts irrespective of religion, tribe, caste or creed 
of the artiste. 

Irayimman Thampi 

A contemporary of His Highness Swathi Thirunal 
Maharaja, Irayimman Thampi, is well known for the famous 
lullaby ‘Omana Thinkal Kidaavo’ which lingers on the lips of all 
Keralites. He occupies a prominent rank among the vaggeyakaaras 
of Travancore. His Highness Swathi Thirunal addressed him as 
‘Thampi Maaman * out of respect and intimacy. He is a well known 
poet laureate, composed many kritis of rare musical quality and 
literary eminence. He was a Guru ,, and Aachaarya (teacher) to 



Irayimman Thampi 
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Swathi Thirunal Maharaja. He was bom in 1783. His father was 
Kerala Varma Thampuran who belonged to Varanattu Naduvile 
Kovilakam of Shertalai and his mother was Parvathi Pillai 
Thankachi, daughter of Ravivarma, the maternal uncle of Karthika 
Thirunal Balaramavarma Maharaja. 

Irayimman Thampi’s real name was Ravivarman Thampi 
and he lived during the Golden Era in the history of music in 
Travancore. He had his initial education under his father who 
was well versed in scientific subjects and art forms. At the age of 
14, Thampi wrote a sloka or verse in Sanskrit and presented it 
before His Highness Karthika Thirunal who affectionately 
addressed him as ‘Sastri Thampaan’. He was then initiated under 
the able tutelage of Moothattu Sankaran Ilayathu for learning 
grammar, Sanskrit, music and literature. 

Irayimman Thampi occupies a high rank among the 
writers of attakadhas. He has to his credit 3 major attakadhas. They 
are Daksha Yaagam , Keechaka Vadham and Gtharaasivayamvaram. 
Irayamman Thampi got the inspiration and guidance for 
composing from the famous musical laureates like Musical Trinity, 
Kshetrajna and many others. Irayimman Thampi composed in 
Sanskrit, Malayalam and Tamil. Like His Highness Swathi 
Thirunal, his repertoire comprised of variegated musical forms 
like varna, pada varna, padas, keertana, murajapappana, 
thiruvathirapaattu, kummipaattu, Navarathri prabandha, 
mukthakas, slokas, verses and attakadhaas. The famous lullaby 
‘Omanathinkar alone is enough to reveal his simplicity of style 
and diction and scholarship in both music and literature. In this 
lullaby, he describes His Highness Swathi Thirunal as the most 
luckiest child in the world, and that he is the blessing of Lord 



Padmanabha. He compares the child to the wonders of Nature. 
‘Karuna Gheyvan’ in Sree Raga is a very popular kriti of Thampi. 

Compositions of Irayimman Thampi depict the human 
emotions and day to day incidents that he was most familiar with. 
Irayimman Thampi has to his credit musically and literally superior 
compositions. His language was pure Malayalam and represented 
pure human emotions. One can find a co-ordination and blending 
of different emotions, aesthetic senses and rhetorical beauties. The 
predominant emotions underlying the compositions are sringara 
and madhura bhakthi. Many of his compositions, especially 
padavarnas and padas, are highly suitable for presenting in Mo him 
Attom since they possessed scope for a bhinaya. Altogether 
Irayimman Thampi is credited with the authorship of 500 
compositions 

Of the varnas of Thampi all except one are pada varnas, 
suitable for dance. The Malayala varnam Amba Gauri’ in Arabhi 
set to Atanta consist, of swaraksharas, chittasvaras, rhetorical 
beauties and prasa prayogas (application of rhyme schemes). 


1. Amba Gauri 

- Arabhi 

Atantha 

2. Saayamkim me 

- Neelambari 

Ghempata 

3. Haasaa Yoke 

- Yunnagavarali 

Ghempata 

4. Manasi Me 

Sankarabharanam - 

Ghempata 

5. Java saabhi math a 

- Bhairavi 

Rupaka 


Thampi is credited with the authorship of 30 kritis. His 
kritis are highly ideological, yogic, religious, lofty, lovable and 
having Srinagara as the main theme. His Malayalam kritis are the 
outpouring of his heart, and their thematic contents are his own 






worries, tensions and problems. Irayimman Thampi believed that 
Naadopaasana is more significant than Nrthopaasana. Through his 
large repertoire , he tried his level best for the revival of music in 
Kerala. The literary and musical excellence of his kritis earned him 
a rank next to His Highness. Thampi has composed 28 Sanskrit 
keertanas enriched with Sabda (sound) excellence and depth of 
meaning. The kritis like ‘paradevathe’ in Thodi , Karuna chejvaan’ 
in Sriraga, Kartyaayani’ in Sankarabharanam are excellent pieces 
revealing the lakshya lakshana jnaana (knowledge of) of Irayimman 
Thampi. Themes of many songs are praises of kings and his own 
experiences in different situations. Thampi has to his credit one 
kriti in Tamil ‘kanchami^hiyaala koncham un mele ’ in 
‘Devagaandhar? raga set to Chempata taala. 


By composing nearly 30 padas in Malayalam, Thampi 
earned reputation as a noteworthy composer. His padas were ideal 
pieces for dance and depicted Sringara of erotic type. The hero in 
these padas are His Highness Swathi Thirunal himself. His padas 
are full fledged with Sringara Bhakthi. Some of the famous padas 
of Irayimman Thampi are 


1. Paahi Maam 

2. Praananathan 

3. Mullasaayaka 

4. Kaamaakrithe 

5. Endu Cheyyendu 

6. Kanavanodente 

7. Kamalaadikalam 


Saveri 

Chempata 

Kamboji 

A.di 

Kamodari 

Chempata 

Erikkilakamodari - 

Ntanta 

Neelambari 

Chempata 

Nnandabhairavi 

Chempata 

Kamodari 

Chempata 



His padas are being presented in Mohiniyattom and in 
Kaikottikali. His padas are marked by easy flow of language, sweet 
diction, meaningful dialogues, musical excellences and variety of 
ideas. Irayimman Thampi was the prominent member among the 
Nsthanavidwans (scholars of the royal court) in the court of His 
Highness Swathi Thirunal. 

Comparitive study of his compositions with His Highness 
Swathi Thirunal, reveal many similarities between compositions. 

He adopted the mudra Padmanabha’ and its synonyms as 
kartha mudra (signature of the composer) like Swathi Thirunal 
Maharaja. 

1. Kritis are adorned with multiple charanas. The lyrics of 
krithis are highly imaginative and thought provoking. 

2. Fusion of rhetoric and literary vowel combinations is a 
significant factor of his pieces. 

3. Pagabhavasammelanam - the synthesis of tune and mood 
is an attractive factor. 

4. Usage of praasa rhyme can be found in plenty in his 
compositions. 

Many kritis of Thampi are sacred and in praise of Lord 
Krishna and a few in praises of Devi as Bhagavathi. 

Irayimman Thampi has written a major work namely 
Navaraathri Prabandham’ which is a musical work in four cantos 
describing the Navarathri festival and associated processions. The 
description of the procession of Saraswathi Devi being started from 
Padmanabhapuram and ending at Navarathri Mandapam at East 
Fort in Thiruvananthapuram form the theme of the prabandham. 
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Each canto starts with a poem followed by songs in Panthuvarali , 
Yadukulakambhoji, Nadanamakriya and Punnagavarali 
respectively. 

He has written another literary work namely 
Murajapapaana describing the Murajapam conducted in 
Padmanabhaswami temple. 

Thampi has proved himself an expert in dealing with ragas 
and talas for his compositions. He has made use of rakthi ragas 
like Thodi, Sankarabharanam^ Saveri, Keethigaula, Dhanyasi, 
Mohanam, Suratti, Bhairavi, Kalyani, Madhyamavathi', Mukhari, 
Bilahari, Begada etc. He has also made use of apoorva janya ragas 
and also ragas native to Kerala like ] ingala ., Ku^ykubha, Indisa , 
Asaveri , etc. Thampi has composed two kritis in Kukubha raga. 
They are Surabaadhahare and Harakhedam. 

Thampi, like those of Swathi Thirunal Maharaja and many 


other vaggeyakaaras has also composed a 
compositions associated with temples. 

few kshetra kriti 

/. Paradevatha 

- Thodi 

— Chempata, 

2. Kartyayani 

— S ankarabharanam 

— Chempata, 

3. Sarasijadala nay ana — Surutti 

— Adi, 

4. Seve syanandooresa 

— Kalyani 

— Adi, 

5. Adi Malarina 

— Mukhari 

— Adi 

6. Karuna Cheyvaan 

— Sri raga 

— Adi, 

7. En Tho^hi 

— Anandabhairavi 

— Chempata 


Some compositions of Irayimman Thampi are changed in 
tune and presented in new ragas at present. Some of the keertanas 



actually composed by Irayimman Thampi are believed to be those 
of Swathi Thirunal and those by Swathi Thirunal as Thampi’s. 
‘Karunacheyvan’ originally composed in Sriraga is presented in 
Yadukula Kamboji also. Veera Viratakumara vibho’ is a famous 
kummi included in ‘Utharaaswayamvaram’ Attakadha. 

In Folk section also, Thampi has established his excellence. 
He had composed some songs in the model of Vaathilthura 
Paattukal , and Kaikottikalipattukal 

Kaikottikali is a popular dance form among the women 
of Kerala where the sound of clapping is produced by women while 
dancing in a circle, by one woman clapping the hand against her 
pair’s hand Kaikottikkalippaattukal 

Thus Irayimman has enriched the rich treasury of Karnatic 
music with his eminent compositions. Thampi had been lucky to 
serve in the royal court of the Travancore as a senior Asthanavidvan 
in the court of four kings from the period of Karthika Thirunal to 
Ayilyam Thirunal Maharajas. 

Margadarsi Seshayyangar 

A prominent Asthanavidwan who adorned the court of 
His Highness Swathi Thirunal, he has influenced Swathi Thirunal 
to a great extent in composing kritis. The Bhairavi kriti of His 
Highness and Devadevanupama by Seshayyangar clearly reveal that 
there are many similar ideas and similes in both compositions. 
‘Gopaala Pahi } in Dhanjasi by Ayyangar, ‘Gopalaka PaahP in 
Kevagupthi by His Highness have many resemblances. While 
composing, Swathi Thirunal followed the footsteps of Margadarsi. 
He lived between the second half of the 16 th century and first half 
of the 17 th century. Even though a Vaishnavite Brahmin of South 








India, he lived mostly in Ayodhya and finally settled in Sreerangam. 
He has composed many kritis in praise of Lord Sri Rama, presiding 
deity of Sreeranga and Sreevaikuntam. His vagggeyakara mudra 
(signature of the composer) is Kosala. He adorned the court of 
Swathi Thirunal for sometime. His kritis are fully bedecked with 
Sabdaalankaras, metaphors and similes and he introduced specific 
rules regarding the composing of songs. Hence he came to be called 
Margadarsi - one who shows the path. 

]ayasugunaalaya in Bilahari, Yojaya pada in Kalyani, 
Kosalendra in Madhyamavathi are some of the popular kritis of 
Margadarsi Seshayyangar. 

Tanjore Quartette 

Tanjore Quartette comprises of four eminent musicians 
and dancers namely Ponnayya, Chinnayya, Vativelu and 
Sivanandam. They have played a prominent role in the propagation 
of Karnatic music and Bharathanatyam and have composed many 
kritis suitable for dance. He visited His Highness Swathi Thirunal 
in 1830 and he was appointed Asthana Vidwan in the court of 
Travancore. He was also an expert in playing violin and was 
presented with an ivory violin by His Highness. The Maharaja 
also donated him a house by name Sankaravilaasam. Once, in order 
to please His Highness, Vativelu composed an At a tala varna in 
Nattaraga, ‘Sammukhamu\ in praise of the Maharaja. But His 
Highness was displeased and opined that the musical composition 
should be in praise of Lord Padmanabha and not of a human being. 
Later on Vativelu himself changed the lyrics in praise of Lord 
Padmanabha. 

Vativelu presented the compositions of his Highness in 
dance form before the King. He choreographed padas and pada 



varnas of Swathi Thirunal Maharaja. He, along with his disciples, 
presented them before His Highness and won many valuable 
presents. 

Meruswami 

He lived between 1830 to 1870. His real name was 
Anandapadmanabha Goswami who served as Asthanavidwan in 
the court of His Highness Swathi Thirunal. Meruswami was well 
versed in Hindusthani music. He was regarded as kulaguru (teacher 
of the family). Meruswami possessed a sweet voice and was 
popularly known as Kokilakanta, meaning cuckoo-voiced. It was 
from him that His Highness learned the basic concepts of 
Hindusthan music. He was also serving as Asthana Vidivan in the 
court of Tanjore Maharajas, Serfoji and Shaaji and established his 
reputation as Harikadha performer, an art form where the 
performer narrates the exploits of Hari or Mahavishnu using prose, 
verse and songs in an attractive manner. He was presented with a 
house named as Meruswami Madom. 

Parameswara Bhagavathar 

Born in 1815 at Noorani village in Palakkad district, 
Parameswara Bhagavathar was a famous musician, scholar and the 
youngest vidwan (scholer) who adorned the court of His Highness 
Swathi Thirunal. He had initial training in music under his 
maternal uncle. He had the good fortune of listening to famous 
musicians at an early age and had contacts with them. This enabled 
him to learn from them. He served the Tranvancore royal court 
for nearly 45 years. 

Parameswara Bhagavathar has composed both in 
Malayalam and Sanskrit. Once His Highness Swathi Thirunal 
Maharaja happened to listen to Parameswara Bhagavathar singing 
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at Sree Padmanabha Swami temple. Attracted by the charm and 
sweetness of his music. His Highness immediately invited him 
and appointed him at the age of 18 as Asthana Vidivan. 
Parameswara Bhagavathar was proficient in playing musical 
instruments such as violin, veena and the svarabat. He was also 
proficient in Tanam singing. He was the first of the Mullammootu 
Bhagavathars who were absorbed into the officialdom of the king, 
and was provided with a house to live in. 

Sarasijanabha in Natta is a famous varna composed by 
Parameswara Bhagavathar. He has to his credit eleven varnas and 
kritis. The varnas composed by Parameswara Bhagavathar are in 
Natta, Gaula, Arab hi, Sri, Varali, Thodi, Khamas, Yadukula 
Kambhoji, Sankarabharanam, Behag, Bilahari etc. Parameswara 
Bhagavathar was the scholar who was instructed to present the 
new kritis of His Highness before the royal court and in public. 
He was Asthanavidwan during the time of Uthram Thirunal 
Marthanda Varma, Ayilyam Thirunal and Visakham Thirunal. 
He passed away in 1892. 

Kannayya Bhagavathar 

He was an expert in Karnatic music and belonged to the 
direct line of disciples of Saint Tyagaraja. It was from him that 
His Highness learned about the greatness of Saint Tyagaraja. He 
also came to know about the compositions of Tyagaraja through 
him. He popularised and presented Tyagaraja kritis before His 
Highness. He was also known as Ksheeraabdi Saastri. He belonged 
to Tamil Nadu and taught Aedantic treatises to His Highness. He 
has also composed some kritis in Tamil and Sanskrit. He was the 
Asthana Vidwan in the court of Sarabhoji II. He came to 
Travancore in 1833 along with Vativelu. Impressed by his literary 
and musical excellence and musical repertoire, His Highness 
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Shadkala Govinda Marar 


Govinda Marar 
was an exponent of 
Karnatic music and in 
playing musical 

instruments like Edakka, 
Chenda and Thimila. He 
was born in 1798 in 
Muvaattupuzha. He 
visited His Highness and 
presented many kritis of 
Seshayyangar. He hailed 
from Ramamangalam in 
North Travancore. Had 
his musical training 
under Haripad 

Ramaswami 
Bhagavathar. He was 
famous for rendering of 
the Ashtapadi 

6 Chandanacharchitha ’ in 
six degrees of speed. He 
proved his excellence before Saint Tyagaraja also. Another fact is 
that he used a Tamburu having seven strings. While singing, he 
played rhythmic instruments with the toes of his feet. 


Govinda Marar Smarakam 


appointed him as the 
Vidwan in the court of 
Travancore. 

Govinda Marar 
(1798-1843) 












Maaliyekkal Krishna Warrier 



House of Shadkala Govinda Marar's relatives at 
Ramamangalam 


When he sang before Tyagaraja, Swamiji was wonder- 
striken by his musical expertise that he asked his sishyaas (disciples) 
to sing the famous Sri raga Pancharatna keertana, Endaro mahanu 
bhaavalu* where he pays homage to many mahaanubhaavas — 
greatmen. Afterwards, Marar visited many places of religious 
importance and famous temples in South India. 

His expertise in singing in six time signatures (in six 
kaalams) earned for him the title ‘ Shatkaala\ He has composed 
many kritis and varnas which were presented before His Highness 
Swathi Thirunal. His varnas are known as Govindaswami varnas. 

Ambaadi Kunju Krishna Poduvaal 

He was a poet as well as a prominent writer of attakadhas. 
In a poem Pattabhishekam, , he describes the last days of His 
Highness Swathi Thirunal and his demise. 


He was another musician who adorned the court of His 
Highness Swathi Thirunal. He was introduced by Parameswara 
Bhagavathar in the royal court. While singing he used to play 
Edakka as accompaniment. He was presented with a pair of golden 
bracelets by His Highness Swathi Thirunal. 

Vidwan Rajaraja Varma Koi Thampuran (1812-1845) 

He was a close friend of His Highness. He was the author 
of the famous attakadha Parana Vijayam. He was an expert in 
drutha kavitha (instant composing of poems) and hence was known 
as Drutha Kavimani. He was also known as Kareendran since he 
was tall and well built. His real name was Rajaraja Varma Koi 
Thampuran. His ability in writing and presenting poems within 
seconds earned for him the title 6 Vidwan' from His Highness 
Swathi Thirunal. 

In addition, the royal court of His Highness was adorned 
by a group of musicians called Mullamootu Phagavathars consisting 
of 50 musicians belonging to different parts of the kingdom. They 
were appointed in the court on a monthly salary depending on 
their expertise. In addition, they were given free supply of rice, 
vegetables and meals in the palace. During certain festivals, gifts 
of clothes laced with silver or gold thread were also offered. The 
prominent among them are: 

1. Annaswami Bhagavathar 

2. Attingal Sankaranarayana Bhagavathar 

3. Avanavancherry Harihara Bhagavathar 

4. Elatthur Harihara Bhagavathar 
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5. Karamana Venkateswara Bhagavathar 

6. Palkulam Subbahrama Bhagavathar 

7. Puliyoorkurichi Padmanabha Bhagavathar 

8. Parakkav Narayana Bhagavathar 

9. Suchindram Harihara Bhagavathar 

10. Varkala Janardana Bhagavathar 

11. Tirupathisaaram Narayana Bhagavathar 

12. Sangeetharatnakara Ramaswami Sastri 

13. Tanjore Kathirkaamadaasan 

14. Kadayam Kaasi Bhagavathar 

15. Tentropperan Srinivasayyar 
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Modern Composers 


When the rule of His Highness Swathi Thirunal came to 
an end, the status and height of patronage given to art forms became 
deplorable. British rulers who resented art forms tried to dissolve 
the royal courts and the services of artists were terminated. But 
the status and rank of artists among general public gradually 
increased. The composers, painters and other artists of the later 
period enriched our cultural heritage by their large repertoire of 
compositions. 

Kuttikunju Thankachi (1820-1904) 

Kuttikunju 
Thankachi was a com¬ 
poser who lived during 
the first half of the 19 th 
century. She, the only 
daughter of Irayimman 
Thampi, the famous 
composer and scholar, 
was born in 1820. She 
was born at Vuliyarathala 
veedu in Vilavangodu Taluk. Her real name was Lekshmi Pillai. 
She was initiated into formal education at the age of seven. She 
possessed proficiency in different languages like Tamil, Malayalam 
and Sanskrit. She also mastered puranaparayanam, kavjanataka , 
alankara , vyakarana, tarkka etc. Her father was her first guru. She 
had also training under Aripaattu Kochu Pillai Warrier. She was 
married to Kunjan Thampan of Varanattu naduvila kovilakam at 
the age of 14. 









Her first set of compositions was in Sanskrit and 
Manipravaalam — mixture of Sanskrit and Malayalam. She had an 
inborn talent for composing kritis. She has to her credit three 
attakadhas namely Sreemathi Svayamvaram, Mitra Sahamoksham 
and Parvathi Svayamvaram. In addition she has composed 
Pilippaattus, Thiruvaathirapaattus and Thullalpaattus. The influence 
of Irayimman Thampi and Aswathi Thirunal are clearly evident 
in her compositions. The padas figuring in the attakadhaas are full 
fledged with poetical excellence and rhetorical beauty. She has 
written some literary works like Vaikkom Sthalapuranam, 
Thiruvananthapuram Sthalapuranam, Sivarathri Mahatmyam , 
Swargavaathil Ekadasi Mahatmyam etc. Further, she has written 
S eethasrvayamvaram, Naradamohanam, Gangasnanam, 

Sethusnaanam paana, Piraatham, Nalacharitham, Anjaathavaasam 
and Gajendra moksham. She has also composed kritis in praise of 
Thiruvaraattu Adikesava Perumaal, Neyyattinkara Krishnan, 
Guruvayoorappan and Mookaambika. 

The themes of her songs are religious and spiritual having 
sweet diction and soothing musical structure. Many kritis have 
only pallavi and multiple charanas. 

‘S ooryakoti’ in Natta is in praise of Goddess of 
Mookambika. Some of the popular kritis of Kuttikunju Thankachi 
are as follows: 

1. Party ay ani mam - Kamboji - Adi 

2. Samajahare - Kalyani - Adi 


3. Paahi Mohanaakrithe - Pham as - Adi 

4. Anandarupa - Pantuvarali - Misra Ghappu 

5. Sree Pavanapuresa - Surutti - Adi 

She passed away in 1904 on Ekadasi } the eleventh day after 
new moon or full moon. Kuttikunju Thankachi is perhaps 
considered as the first woman composer of Travancore. 

K.C. Kesava Pillai (1868-1914) 

A native of Paravoor in Quilon District, K.C. Kesava Pillai 
was a prominent composer and Poet Laureate of Travancore. His 
contribution to Karnatic music as well as Malayalam literature is 

commendable. He was 
born in 1868 (M.E.1043). 
His parents were Raman 
Pillai of Valiavelichathu 
Veettil and Lekshmi 
Amma of Vazhavila 
tharavaadu 
Kochethubhavanam. He 
had school education up 
to the 3 11 standard only. 
Afterwards, he studied 
works like Adhyatma 
Pamayanam Pilippattu 
and Phagavatham 

Pilippaattu along with 
many other works in 
Malayalam literature by 
himself. Further, he 
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learned music and attained proficiency in it. He also used to watch 
Kathakali with enthusiasm and learned the basics of Kathakali 
literature, costumes, mudras, techniques etc. At the age of 15, he 
wrote his first attakadha named Prahlaada Charitham\ But scholars 
advised him to gain more proficiency in Sanskrit so that he himself 
can correct his works. He started to learn Sanskrit under the 
guidance of Paravoor V. Kesavan Asan. Afterwards he modified 
the already written attakadha Prahlada Charitham and renamed it 
as Hiranyasura vadham. 

Later he mastered vyakarana under his co-brother 
Ennakkattu Rajaraja Varma. He also learned English during this 
time. By the time he was 20, he finished writing three attakadhaas , 
four folk songs and Sthavaratnamalika. The three attakadhas are 
Hiranyasuravadham, S oorapadmasuravadham, and 

Sreekrishnavijayam. 

Sangeetha manjari and Sthavaratnavail contained beautiful 
kritis and hhajana songs. Sangeethamaalika and Eswarasthothrangal 
are also his prominent works. He composed prayers in praise of 
God to be sung by all communities irrespective of religion, caste 
and creed. Altogether, K.C.Kesava Pillai is believed to have 
composed 100 keertanas and has written a famous Geyanataka 
(musical play) ‘Sadaarama’ and Mahakavya Kesaveeyam’ 

In 1896, K.C. Kesava Pillai was appointed as teacher in 
Kollam Malayalam school. After some years he got promotion as 
Sanskrit Munshi in the English medium school. In 1894 he wrote 
Sreemoolarajavijayam and submitted it to Sree Moolam Thirunal 
Maharaja. Aasannamaranachintasatakam is a work consisting of 
104 slokas in Saardoolavikriditham. Kerala Bhashaa Narayaneeyam 



is a translation of Narayaneeyam in Malayalam. Here both the 
lyrics and style stand on par with the famous Narayaneeyam. In 
addition, he has written some plays like Eekshmi Kalyanam, 
Baghava Madhavam, Nikramorvaseeyam , etc. Suhhashitha 
Batnakaram and Ahhinayamalika are works of importance. He 
passed away in 1914 at the age of 46. 

On account of his musical and poetical scholarship, he 
was awarded the title of Sarasa Gayaka Kavimani by 
Sangeethasahityakovda Kerala Varma Valiya Koyi Thampuran. 

Some of the famous compositions of K.C. Kesava Pillai 
are as follows: Satya Swaroopavibho in Sankarabharana, Bhajikka 
Nee Bam an e in Mohana, Koti Divakara in Dhanyasi, Nana ]aathikal 
in Kamboji, Nande Maatharam in Sindhubhairavi, Nande 
Maatharam in Kuntalavarali, Kamalanatha in Thodi, Sree vasudeva 
in Kapi raga etc. 

He is credited with a multi lingual Bagamalika 
Adimalarina’ in four languages namely Malayalam, Tamil, English 
and Sanskrit. 

Neelakanta Sivan (1839-1900) 

A Tamilian by parentage, Neelakanta Sivan was a native 
of Kerala, born in 1839 at Padmanabhapuram and lived in 
Thiruvananthapuram. He composed in Tamil, his mother tongue. 
His childhood name was Subramaniam. He attained proficiency 
in Adhyatmasastra and philosophy. He used to sing Bhajana songs 
and won the appreciation of everybody. He did not have a proper 
musical education under any particular Guru. He had a natural 
talent and instinct for composing which resulted in highly musical 
and literary kritis par excellence. After graduation, he obtained a 








job in the Law Department in Government of Travancore. But 
after sometime he disappeared and became a yogi and devotee of 
Lord Siva. He changed his name to Neelakanta Sivan. 

He composed many keertanas and sang them in Bhajanas. 
He is believed to have composed 1500 verses and 150 Padigams. 
His pieces are highly devotional and spiritual in nature but in 


simple ragas and talas. He wanted his songs to be sung by laymen 
who had a little knowledge of music. 

He passed away in 1900 at his house at Karamana in 
Thiruvananthapuram while performing a bhajana. 

Thiruneelakanta bodham is a major literary work by 
Neelakanta Sivan containing slokas and verses in praise of Lord 
Siva. Somavara Mahima; Prados ha mahaatmyam , Palithadevi 
m ah at my am, Kannappa Nayanaar charitram; Nalvaar charitram, 
Keerthimalini charitram, Bhikshatana charitram, Halasya leela, 
Sambhava kantam, Parvathi kalyanam, and PPakshayagam are some 
of the prominent works written by Neelakanta Sivan. ( Maname 
unakkoru’ in Sam a, Vaavaa kalaimaathe in Sankarabharanam , 
Sivanai ninai in Hamir Kalyani , Siddhi arul siva in Natta, Karunai 
Puriyithu in Varaali are some of his popular kritis. He has to his 
credit a Pagamalika, Naadanainambum \ in different ragas starting 
with Natta. Here the raga name figures in the sahitya (literature) 
portion itself. 

Neelakanta Sivan’s role as promoter and propagandist of 
Karnatic music in Kerala is worth mentioning. Like Tyagaraja, 
Neelakanta Sivan opted for the life of a Nada Yogi - one who tries 
to realise god through devotion to music. 

Harikesanallur Dr. L. Muthiah Bhagavathar (1877-1945) 

Among the vaggeyakaaras of Kerala who lived in the latter 
half of the 19 th century the name of Muthiah Bhagavathar is 
significant. He was a profound scholar, expert musician, and 
prominent vaggeyakaara. Above all, he was a renowned Harikadha 
performer. He was one of those musicians who tried and devoted 
his time for the popularisation of kritis of His Highness Swathi 
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Thirunal. He has been respectfully considered as a 
towering personality in Karnatic music. 

Muthiah Bhagavathar was born in 1877 at 
Punalveli in Srivilliputthoor. His parents were Lingam 
Iyer and Anandam Ammal. He attained proficiency in 
languages like Telugu, Kannada, Sanskrit and Malayalam. 
After completing education he had composed many 
compositions inclusive of Varnas, Darn Varnas, keertanas 
etc. In his kritis he chose 4 Harikesa’ the name of his village 
as karthamudra or signature of composer. 

At first he adorned the court of the Mysore 
Maharaja and later on was invited to join the court of 
Travancore by Moolam Thirunal Maharaja in 1897. The 
Mysore Government conferred the title of 
Gayakasikhamani’ on him. The Madras Music Academy 
honoured him with the title of Sangeetha kalanidhi in 
1930. He was honoured with Doctorate by the University 
of Kerala. 

He was an expert composer in both popular and 
apurva janya ragas. He has to his credit two authentic 
books dealing with musicology, named 6 Sangeetha 
Kalpadrumam \ and Sangeetha Dakshanasaara. It is believed 
that he has given new raga and musical notation of some 
kritis of H.H. Swathi Thirunal. He was invited to take 
the post of Principal in the Swathi Thirunal College of 
Music established in Thiruvananthapuram. 

He passed away in 1945. He has collected and 
completed 102 kritis of His Highness Swathi Thirunal 




L. Muthiah Bhagavathar 










with text and notation and published them in two volumes. 

T. Lakshmanan Pillai (1864-1950) 


A Tamil poet, scholar and musicologist, Lakshmanan Pillai 
composed many kritis in Tamil. He is the author of some literary 
works on various subjects. He was born in 1864. His parents were 
settled in Travancore. His father was Thiruviyam Pillai who was 
a government servant in Travancore. He graduated from 
Maharajas’s College at Thiruvananthapuram and entered 
government service at an early age. 

He had to his credit many books and articles on various 
subjects like philosophy, music, literature etc. His article on ‘ Music 
and Musicians of Travancore ’ throws light on the style of music 
prevalent in Travancore during his time. 

He had musical education under the famous Vainika 
Kalyanakrishna Bhagavathar who initiated him into the theoretical 
and practical aspects of music. He started composing at an early 
age. While composing he adhered strictly to the norms for 
presenting Karnatic music in the traditional style. He had thinking, 
musical excellence and deep and noble literary eminence. His kritis 
are highly philosophical and extol high ideals. The thematic content 
of the kritis are religious and some dwell up on the greatness of 
music. His kritis can be taken as ideal examples of his simplicity in 
life and thought. 

In the selection of ragas, Lakshmanan Pillai adhered to 
the principles of time concept and aesthetic and emotional fervour 
of each raga. He strongly believed that Tamil is the most suitable 
language for composing kritis and so he selected Tamil as the 
medium for his compositions. 



Lakshmanan Pillai is credited with the authorship of nearly 
400 kritis. In addition, he has written two literary works describing 
the principles of Adhyaatma, Dhyana Marga and nature. He has 
also written some poems in the style of Chindus about 
Kshetrapravesana Ailambaram (Temple entry proclamation). Some 
important songs credited to him are: 


/. Eesan Adiyar 

Chakravakom 

Adi 

2. Palli E^hitharulwar 

Bauli 

Chappu 

3. Senthil Aelavane 

Pantuvarali 

Adi 

4. Ninnamam 

Nilambari 

Chappu 

5. Nin perumai 

Gaula 

Adi 

6. Thumbam Thudithita 

Bhairavi 

Chappu 

7. Sankatame jagam 




He has composed a kriti in an apurva raga Amarasenapriya, 
janya of 60 th mela. Neethimathi, Buddhar Perumaan, Ninaivaatchi, 
Satyavathi, Aelanaatakam, Iravivar man are some of the plays 
written by him. 

Respecting his knowledge and proficiency he has been 
awarded with the titles of <( Isaikavi Arasu” by Annamalai 
University and ‘Thamil isari selvar\ ‘Sangithakala SikhamanP etc. 

Attoor Krishna Pisharody - (1867-1964) 

A versatile scholar in musicology, Attoor Krishna 
Pisharody is the author of the famous Takshanagrandha 
( Sangeethachandrika . He was also a poet, critic, researcher and, 
above all, a musical genius acquired. He was a native of Attoor, a 
village in Thrissur district in Kerala. Krishna Pisharody attained 
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proficiency as a vocalist and as a vainika. He conducted 
experiments in veena for finding out new sruthies and melas. 

Sangeetha Chandrika is an authentic lakshanagrandha 
dealing with the theoretical aspects of music and the basic principles 
of Sangeetha Sastra — science of music. This work explains the 
scheme of 84 melas comprising of 
common melas as well as sankeerthana 
melas. He had tried to codify all the 
existing lakshanagrandhas prior to his 
time especially Svaramelakalanidhi, Raga 
vibodha and Chiturdandu prakasika. 

Mahakavi Kuttamatthu (1880-1943) 

Among the poets of modern 
Travancore, the name of Mahakavi 
Kuttamatthu Kunjukrishna Kurup 
deserves special mention. His kritis are 
presented in concerts by modern 
musicians. He has written several verses 
of religious content which can be 
presented in musical programmes. 

Mahakavi Kuttamatthu 

Kunjukrishna Kurup was born in 1880 
A.D. He was a native of Kunniyoor 
House in Northern Kerala. His parents 
were Vangaadu Unnaman Unnithiri and Devaki Amma. He had 
his initial education under the tutelage of his relative Narayanan 
Unnithiri and later in a school in Karivalloor. Afterwards, he 
learned under eminent scholars namely Ramakurup and Govinda 


Kurup. He mastered kavja, alankara, nataka, vyakarana and also 
Ayurveda, the Indian system of medicine. 

He wrote one Ottam Thullal, Keechakavadhom , 
Utsavacharitram, Rally a mardanam- a yam aka kavya. He also 
gained proficiency in Vishachikiltsa i.e., treatment of poisoning 

by snakebites or due to insect lites. 

His interest in music is clearly 
evident from his musical plays 

Devayaani Charithram and 
Baalagopalam. He has to his credit 
khandakavyas namely Kiraatha bhith, 
Muchilottu Bhagavathi, Kadaamkottu 
Maakkom, Yogavasishtam, and a Sanskrit 
work Kaachilpramana pathrika. 

In 1924 he became the editor of 
Kerala Chandrika. He has also to his 
credit some works having literary 
excellence such as S udarsana, 
Mookaambika Sodasi , Sreedevi 
Charanaamritham and he has written a 
song Tharuna thaye^um’ in Malayalam 
in musical setting of our National 
Anthem ‘]anaganamana\ Eventhough 
he was not a performing musician, many 
of his kritis are set to music of prominent kritis in Karnatic music. 
He has included nearly 300 songs in his plays which are being set 
to music. In all dramas together Mookambika Kataakshamaala is 
believed to be his last work. 










He passed away on 7 th of August 1943. However, 
Kuttamatthu, through his compositions, enriched the treasury of 
musical kritis by Travancore composers. 

The contribution of modern musicians who devoted their 
life to the propagation of Karnatic music deserves special mention. 
Among the modern musicians Chembai Vaidyanatha Bhagavathar, 
Semmangudi Sreenivasa Iyer and Palghat K.V. Narayanaswami, 
who worked for popularising Karnatic music among laymen are 
significant. Once restricted to the elite communities, temple 
premises and royal courts Karnatic music has become democratic. 
It has reached its zenith of glory and prosperity during the 20 th 
century. 

The steps taken by the present royal family for the 
propagation and preservation of Karnatic Music cannot be 
underestimated. 

The introduction of Music in academic curriculum at B.A., 
M.A. and Ph.D. levels changed the career of musicians. The efforts 
of eminent musicologists like Dr. S. Venkitasubramonia Iyer, Dr. 
V.S. Sarma, V. Madhavan Nair and Dr. Leela Omcherry for 
popularising the music in Kerala has brought in rich dividents. 
The role of Sri Semmangudi Sreenivasa Iyer, Sri. R. Shertalai 
Gopalan Nair, Dr. Chalakkudy Narayanaswamy, Sri. Mavelikkara 
Prabhakara Varma and Dr. K. Omanakkutty in notating and 
popularising the compositions of His Highness Swathi Thirunal, 
Irayimman Thampi, Kuttikunju Thankachi, K.C. Kesava Pillai 
and other composers are praiseworthy. 

The establishment of three Music Colleges in 
Thiruvananthapuram, Thrippunithura and Palakkad helped in 



promoting music in Kerala. In addition, the Kerala Sangeetha 
Nataka Academy, Sangeetha Sabhas and Kerala Kalamandalam 
helped in popularising Karnatic music. 

The yeoman services rendered by Sree Swathi Thirunal 
Sangeetha Sabha and the Department of Music established by the 
University of Kerala are rendering remarkable service for teaching 
and promoting Karnatic music and Kerala music at advanced level. 
The measures and steps taken by Travancore royal family for the 
propagation of the compositions of His Highness Swathi Thirunal 
and other Kerala composers are yielding fruitful results. 

It is the duty of every musician of Kerala to include at least two or 
three pieces of Swathi Thirunal Maharaja and other Kerala 
composers in their concerts. 

Further, the range and appreciation level of audiences in 
the region of Travancore has increased. The number of music lovers 
attending music concerts has gone really high in recent years. 
Further, the inclusion of kritis of famous composers of Karnatic 
music in South Indian Films has contributed to the popularity 
and appreciation of Karnatic music. The emergence of films giving 
priority for raga-oriented songs by music composers helped to gain 
popularity and affinity among the general public towards Karnatic 
music. % 
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